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TAM ING HER BEAST 


I’ve been running for a long time, flitting from town to 
town, always knowing that my past is never far behind. 


Finally, I end up in Stone Harbor, a gorgeous coastal town 
in Maine, staying with a friend I met online, and her 
gorgeous Golden Retriever. Jackie and Lava are good to me. 
They don’t deserve to be saddled with my baggage. 


It’s natural that my first instinct is to run when the car 
drives up to our isolated house one evening when I’m all 
alone. But it isn’t my past calling. 


Its Markus McCabe, known all over Stone Harbor as the 
Navy SEAL with a chip on his shoulder, grumpy as grumpy 
can be. He’s handsome as handsome can be, too. Seven feet 
tall with silver-black hair, with eyes that could melt an igloo, 
this intense alpha has me feeling all kinds of obsessed. 


I tell myself that a forty year old ex-military man like him 
would never be interested in me, a twenty-one year old 
virgin. I was always the awkward curvy girl in school, her 
head stuck in a book. 


But soon I find out that he’s more than interested. He lays 
claim to me in the most primal way. He dominates me, he 
owns me, and it feels so freaking good to sink into his 
embrace. 


But what happens when my demons finally catch up to me? 
Even if Markus is a SEAL badass, does he have what it 


takes to fight off an army? Worse than that, once he finds 
out the truth, will he even want to fight for me, for us? 


*Taming Her Beast is an insta-everything standalone 
instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and no 
cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Get a free, new, original story NOW by joining my mailing 
list and staying subscribed. 


CLICK HERE >> Get a FREE book now 


CHAPTER ONE 


M arkus 


I keep to myself in the gym, setting up the bench and the 
dumbbells in the corner so I don’t have to wander around 
mid-workout. I put my headphones on and listen to heavy 
metal, the music blasting in my ears, drowning out my 
thoughts and the noise from the rest of the room. It’s a 
small-town gym, the walls dappled with dampness, the only 
other patrons seeming to be in their own worlds, too, which 
suits me just fine. 


I pump the weights and focus on that alone, the heat, the 
burn in my muscles. 


I grit my teeth and breathe quietly with each rep, feeling 
the strain in my muscles and the welcome soothing feeling 
flowing through me, through my biceps and my chest, and 
then down through my whole body. 


I add more weight, pumping, feeling my busy mind grow 
quieter with each successive rep. 


Then I stand and start the deadlifts, straight after the 
bench press, glancing at myself briefly in the mirrors that 


cover many of the walls. That’s the only downside to this 
place, all these damn mirrors, tugging my attention away 
from my workout. 


I look in the mirror and see a six foot ten man, his muscles 
bulging in his - my - SEALs T-shirt, hair graying at the 
edges and black in the middle. I catch my own eye and 
wonder if I always look this haunted, this eerie look in my 
expression, as though I’ve seen more than most men can 
imagine. 


Well, that’s fitting. 
I have. 


I turn away and keep on with my workout, the sweat 
pouring now, my clothes sticking to my muscles, outlining 
them in the drenched fabric. 


Finally, after an hour of nonstop body punishment, I finish 
my workout and clean everything up. I wipe down all the 
surfaces and put away all the weights, leaving my little 
corner looking untouched, like I was never there. 


That suits me, too, because I don’t plan on being in the 
small town of Stone Harbor for long. It’s been a year since I 
retired from the military and since then I’ve hopped from 
town to town, never settling, searching... 


For what? a voice mutters in my mind as I make my way 
across the gym, toward the exit. 


I don’t know how to answer that question, really. 


I never planned what I was going to do when I left the 
military with a bunch of medals and glory and memories, 
not to mention a sizable retirement package. Some of my 
fellow soldiers did, those with families, mostly, with their 
five and ten year plans. 


But not me. 


I head toward the exit, the world already turning dark in 
the late afternoon, the Maine winter sending flurries of 
snow across the darkened glass of the double doors. 


“Hey, wait a sec,” someone calls out behind me. 


I keep walking, assuming they’re talking to somebody else 
here. I’ve purposefully avoided making friends in any of the 
towns I’ve briefly stayed in. It’s easier that way, not letting 
people in, not getting into any entanglements that might 
stop me from roaming freely. 


“SEAL,” the voice calls out, a woman’s high pitched tone. 


I sigh and turn to find a woman standing there, stick-thin in 
ultra tight yoga gear. Her hair dyed, and an insane amount 
of makeup for a gym visit applied to her face it seems to me 
since surely she’s just going to sweat it all off. 


She comes sidling over, purposefully swishing her hips from 
side to side, not that there’s much to see there. 


Curves, that’s what a man like me needs, curves to grab 
onto, to dominate. 


Not that I’ve been with a woman in a very long time. 
“Yes?” I say tersely. 


“Why you in such a rush, hon?” she smiles, giving me a look 
I don’t much care for. 


It’s a look that says, I could be yours for the taking if you 
only just asked. 


I just stare at her, not sure what she thinks is going to 
happen here. I’m aware that most people in this town must 
think I’m one cold bastard, but I don’t give a damn. 


Let them think it. I won’t be here for long. 


“T just thought you might’ve forgotten your coat,” she says a 
moment later, eyeing my bare arms. “It’s pretty cold out 
there, hon.” 


I really wish she’d stop calling me hon, but I’m not about to 
throw a temper tantrum about it. 


“I don’t mind the cold,” I tell her gruffly. 


“Oh, I see,” she says with what I guess is supposed to be a 
seductive look. “You’re a man who knows how to keep warm 
in other ways, then? You know, I might be able to help with 
that.” 


She makes to step forward and place her hand on my chest. 
I slide back, just out of reach. 


“Tm fine,” I mutter. “Is there anything else?” 


She flinches, as though I just slapped her. It seems like 
she’s not used to being refused. I don’t care, though, 
because I’m not interested in her—or any woman. 


Or anybody, for that matter. 


Since leaving the military, I’ve found my own company 
sufficient enough, the steady routine of waking up, working 
out, reading, working out some more, and then collapsing 
exhausted into bed only to do it all again the next day. 


“You're drifting,” Uncle Johnny told me on Skype a few days 
ago. “I don’t like to see that, Markus, not from a man who 
usually has so much purpose. It’s not good for a wolf not to 
have a goal.” 


“Pm nota wolf,” ld said. “I’m a sheepdog.” 


That was what we called ourselves in the SEALs, the 
sheepdogs who kept the wolves of this world at bay, 


protecting the sheep. 
“You’re not a SEAL anymore, son,” he said. 
“TIl never stop being a SEAL.” 


“T know.” He’d sighed, running a hand over his bald head. 
Johnny is still fit for a man of sixty-five years, and he looked 
it sitting there in his tight shirt, leaning over toward the 
camera. “I didn’t mean that. But goddamn it, when are you 
going to settle down and find a woman?” 


“T know you got married when you were still in the Army,” I 
said. “But family life isn’t for everybody.” 


I looked at the man who’d raised me after my dad left and 
then my mom ran out, abandoning her kid to her big 
brother, disappearing into the ether. 


I later found out what happened to both of them, and it 
stills stings to think about. 


“T know you only want the best for me,” I’d told him, “but 
I’m fine, really.” 


He knew better than to push it after that. 


The same can’t be said for the woman in the yoga gear, 
however. 


She flinches for a moment but then quickly plasters a wide 
smile on her face, smearing it from cheek to cheek. 


“Well aren’t you just a big grump?” she says. “You know, I 
might be able to relax you—” 


“I doubt it,” I cut her off, turning and striding out of the 
gym. 


I walk across the parking lot, letting the sea breeze whip 
coldly against my sweat-soaked skin. I approach my Chevy 


Impala, night-black, perhaps the closest thing I’ve got to a 
companion these days. I’ve got brothers in the SEALs - I 
always will - but I rarely have cause to speak to them 
anymore. 


They live in a different world to me. 


I bring the engine to life and start guiding the car through 
the lancing snowfall, along the harbor where the wind 
whips with a vengeance. The drive takes me away from the 
sea and through a short stretch of peaceful pine forest, the 
trees swaying as though trying to catch the snowflakes. 


No part of me wants to go back to the gym and take that 
woman up on her way-too-forward offer. The truth is it 
sickens me. The truth is I’m an old fashioned bastard, 
maybe, and the idea of shacking up with a woman just for 
the hell of it does nothing to stir me, to awaken me. 


It does nothing, full-stop. 


Then find a woman who means something to you, a voice 
whispers inside of me. Settle down. Start a family. Forty-one 
this year. You’re not getting any younger. 


I laugh grimly at the thought. 


The only way I could even consider that is if a woman came 
into my life who punched me directly in the soul, who I 
couldn’t ignore, who I couldn’t even think about ignoring. 


I slam on the brakes when the dog darts from the shadowy 
forest. 


The road is icy, but my wheels are up to the task and I’ve 
got experience driving in worse conditions than this. 


I bring the car to a shaky stop, taming the beast and quickly 
shifting down a gear, not panicking like other men might. I 


don’t mess with the handbrake, knowing that that’d only 
cause me to jackknife on the ice-slick road. 


I guide the car to the edge of the road, out of the flow of 
possible traffic, and climb out. 


The dog - a Golden Retriever, dirt smeared all over its 
golden coat - has stopped a few feet away from the car, 
whimpering quietly with its head tilted. 


I climb out of the car, muttering a curse. 


“Where’s your owner, little guy?” I call, inching closer, 
talking in my most soothing tone with my hand extended in 
a show of peace. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. Come 
here, boy. It’s okay.” 


I kneel down, not caring when the snow casts a cold haze 
over my bare knee. I remember kneeling on the sun 
scorched sand in countless gunfights, ears ringing with the 
immediacy of what we were doing. 


I turn away from the memory and focus on the dog instead. 


It stands up slowly - he’s definitely a boy, I see - and tilts his 
head at me. Another gut-punching whimper comes from the 
back of its throat. 


I see that he’s wearing a collar and a tag, and already I’m 
thinking about exchanging a few choice words with the 
owner for letting such a beautiful beast out in the cold like 
this. 


“That’s it,” I murmur, as he ducks his head and begins to 
inch shyly toward me. “There’s no need to be afraid. I’ve 
got you. Good boy.” 


Finally, he stops close enough for me to pet him. I stroke 
him over the head, behind his ears, muttering without 


really hearing the words. I’m just trying to calm the poor 
little guy down. 


“Let’s get you warm, eh?” I say, feeling a tiny nugget of 
warmth in my chest when I see his tail begin to wag. 


Pll get him in the car and then read his tag, I decide, 
though I don’t relish the idea of getting involved with the 
townsfolk any more than I absolutely have to. 


But what the fuck am I going to do, leave the poor dog out 
here all by himself? 


That just isn’t in my nature. 


CHAPTER TWO 


M illie 


I return from my shift at the diner ready to collapse into a 
heap as soon as I step through the door. 


I park inside Jackie’s garage—my garage, I remind myself, 
since my friend has insisted I start thinking of her house as 
my own despite me only living here for five months. 


I sit in the car for a few moments, breathing steadily, telling 
myself that he can’t get me here, not now. 


“You saved my life,” I told Jackie a few nights ago, after a 
glass or two of wine. We were celebrating my twenty-first 
birthday with me being able to drink legally, sitting by the 
fire with Lava curled up at our feet. 


Jackie is a few years older than me at twenty-five. We met 
on a cooking forum and became close, chatting online. 
When I finally told her about all the craziness that was 
going on in my life on the west coast, she insisted that I 
come stay with her. 


It seemed crazy at first. 


Move to the other side of the country to live with a woman I 
barely knew? 


But the second we met we both knew that our online 
friendship would translate beautifully to real life. 


She has a big gorgeous house sitting at the edge of the 
forest, and since her divorce was finalized she was looking 
for a lodger anyway. 


“You saved mine,” she’d joked. “It’s spooky living here all by 
myself.” 


I have to agree with her as I climb from my car and head 
toward the door to the house. Jackie’s out for the evening - 
another date - so I’ve got the place to myself. The central 
heating is timed to come on when I arrive, so it’s nice and 
toasty when I step through the door. 


At least it should be. 


But as I walk deeper into the house, I feel a chill blow 
through the house. 


“What the heck?” I murmur to myself, staring at the back 
door, creaking as it swings in the air, wide open. 


Lava. 
I feel my belly lurch when it hits me. 


Nobody enters this house without receiving a barrage of 
kisses and wagging-tail attention from Jackie’s three year 
old Golden Retriever, the most loving dog in the world. I run 
around the house, calling his name, checking all of his usual 
spots. 


In front of the fire, in the basement next to the laundry 
basket, at the foot of Jackie’s bed, at the foot of my bed. 


I come up empty, and quickly run back downstairs and out 
the back door, praying that the gate isn’t open like the door 
is. 


But the gate is swinging in the wind, too, whining 
metallically. 


No, no, no. 


I was the last one to leave this morning, starting my shift at 
ten o’clock whereas Jackie gets into her accountancy job at 
half-past eight. I search my mind for any sign that I left the 
back door and the gate open, but I’m sure I didn’t. 


Why the heck would I? 


I went from the breakfast table to the garage and then 
drove into town for work. I had no reason to come into the 
back yard. Jackie’s the only one who comes out here, 
especially in this biting cold, because she’s a smoker and 
prefers to do it away from the house. 


Is it possible she left it open and I left without noticing it? 
Possible, but unlikely, I decide. 
She’s very protective of Lava. We both are. 


I take out my cellphone, walking back into the house, ready 
to call Jackie, and hear how she finished work early and 
took Lava on a walk through the woods. She does that 
sometimes, despite the brutality of the Maine winter, 
wrapping Lava in his winter coat and roaming for miles 
before returning home. It helps her think. 


I bite my nails as I call, a habit I’m constantly telling myself 
I’m going to quit. My nails show how successful that 
endeavor has been. The only one I haven’t gnawed down to 
a stub is my thumb, and I get to work on that now, heart 
thudding in my chest as the phone rings over and over. 


“Hey, this is Jackie. If I like you, leave a message. If I don’t, 
then why the heck are you calling me, huh?” 


“Jackie, it’s me,” I say. “Please tell me you’ve got Lava with 
you right now. I'll try your office.” 


I hang up, finding that I’m standing in the living room next 
to the dead fire, the lights turned down low so that when 
the car pulls into the driveway, the beams dart across the 
room and then come to settle on me like twin spotlights. 


I swallow as fear jabs at me, telling myself this isn’t the west 
coast returning to me. This isn’t that hell. I need to get a 
grip and stop assuming that every car that pulls up is him, 
that the terror I ran away from is going to return any 
moment. 


Then I hear Lava’s barking, a noise I’d be able to pick out of 
any number of barks. It’s his excited, happy-to-see-you 
bark, high pitched and happy. 


I run out onto the front porch, cellphone still gripped in my 
hand like a weapon. 


I still can’t shake the feeling that disaster is coming to 
Stone Harbor, that the door wasn’t left open by mistake, 
that the wind didn’t simply blow it open. 


Which has happened before, I remind myself forcibly. Stop 
living in fear. 


The car comes to a stop on the gravel driveway, it’s jet-black 
color stark against the swirling white snowfall all around it. 
The door opens and immediately Lava comes springing out, 
his golden fur caked in mud as he bounds over to me, tail 
wagging as though it’s connected to an overcharged motor. 


“Lava,” I sing, leaning down and letting him jump up on me, 
all excitement, as he licks and wheezes in his pure joy to see 


me. “Oh, God, I was so worried about you. I’m so glad 
you’re home.” 


He quickly darts into the house, sniffing around, perhaps to 
check that nobody has intruded on his territory while he 
was away. 


I look up at the car. I’m not good with makes and models 
but it reminds me of the car in Supernatural, sleek, and 
black with a wide hood. 


The man who steps from the car sets my heart racing all 
over again as soon as I lay eyes on him. 


He’s tall, almost seven foot if I had to guess, dressed in a T- 
shirt and gym shorts despite the weather. His black hair 
tinged with silver and his muscles bulge as though he’s 
recently worked out, and as he walks over to the porch I 
see that his jaw is squared and powerful and his eyes a 
perceptive, glinting green. He walks upright, hands 
hanging casually - as though ready - at his sides. 


A tingle moves through me as I drink in the sight of this 
muscular silver fox. I can’t tell how old he is exactly, but I’d 
guess mid-thirties to early forties, his expression holding a 
glimmer of sophistication and experience. 


His T-shirt has the words Seal Team emblazoned over his 
heaving chest, I note when he stops just shy of the porch, 
looking up at me. 


“Are you Jackie Fitzgerald?” he says. “The dog’s owner?” 
“N-no,” I say, hating the stutter. 


My tongue suddenly feels clumsy, as though it’s too busy 
wondering how those impressive muscles must taste to 
form words. 


Get it together. Like he’d ever be interested in you. 


“I’m her roommate,” I say, finally finding some sort of 
balance. 


“Hmm, okay,” he says, his jaw tight as he stares at me, his 
voice deep and as gravelly as the driveway. “ Well, tell her to 
keep an eye on her dog. I found him on the forest road. If I 
was a worse driver, I could’ve hit him.” 


“Thank you,” I say quickly. “For rescuing him, I mean.” 
“Anybody would have done the same, ma’am.” 
“Ma’am?” I can’t help but laugh. 


But he’s having none of it, his lips remaining in that 
seemingly angry flat line. His eyes flit over me. 


I feel a tingle of electricity for every inch his gaze touches. 


“What would you prefer I call you?” he murmurs a moment 
later. 


“Um, how about Millie?” I say. “And what should I call you?” 


At first, I don’t think he’s going to tell me. He just keeps 
staring. But then with a heavy sigh, he says, “Markus. 
Markus McCabe.” 


“Okay then, Markus McCabe, would you like to come in for 
some hot cocoa? You know, as a way to say thank you for 
rescuing Lava?” 


A stunned feeling punches into me when I make the offer. 
After everything that’s happened, you’d think I wouldn’t be 
in the habit of inviting people I don’t know into my home... 
and yet here I am, doing it anyway. 


There’s something in the way he looks at me, something 
that tells me the last thing this man would do is hurt 
anybody. 


Unless they deserved it. Then he’d be feral, I bet. 
I try to slow the racing pace of my thoughts. 

I’ve just met this man. 

He could be anything and anyone. 


“Are you in the habit of inviting strange men into your 
house?” Markus asks a moment later as if reading my 
thoughts. 


“No,” I say at once. “But you saved Lava. I guess that means 
you’re one of the good guys, right?” 


He watches me a moment longer. I think I see his lips twitch 
into a half-smile or a smirk, but then it’s gone and he’s just 
staring flatly again. 


“You were in the SEALs?” I ask. 
He nods shortly. “For twenty-one years.” 
“Well, do you like cocoa?” 


I’m vaguely aware that I sound like a complete overexcited 
idiot, but the sight of this tall giant handsome alpha 
standing right there has got me all kinds of messed up. I’m 
using my waitress’s voice, artificially high and bouncy, as 
though that will hide my nerves. 


He glances around at the darkness with a sigh. “You really 
shouldn’t invite people you don’t know into your house, 
ma’am,” he says gruffly. “As long as the dog’s safe, I think 
I’ll be on my way. You have a nice evening now.” 


I swallow a lump of embarrassment - and something else - 
as he turns and strides toward his car. Just as when he 
approached the house, he moves with a calm military 
authority, as though nothing could faze him. 


Jerk, I try to tell myself as he casually waves to me and 
climbs back into his car. 


But it’s a lie. 
I don’t think he’s a jerk at all. 


I just wish he’d leap out of that car and run up to the house, 
wrap me up in his arms, and growl into my ear with that 
gruff-as-hell voice. 


He drives away and then it’s just me and the wind. 


And Lava, who is sitting at the door waiting for me, head 
tilted as though he knows exactly what I’m thinking. 


“T know, boy,” I mutter, tickling him under the chin. “Never 
gonna happen.” 


CHAPTER TAREE 


M arkus 


I pace up and down the motel room, which looks like it’s 
ready for someone else to move right in apart from a sparse 
few belongings dotted here and there. 


There’s Blood Meridian on the bedside table and my boots 
sitting neatly beside the door. My bag with all my clothes 
inside is under the bed. The bathroom has a few of my 
toiletries but that’s it. 


I could be up and out of here in two minutes flat, and that’s 
giving myself an extra ninety seconds. 


Leave, then, I try to tell myself, pacing like a caged beast. 


I try to tell myself that she’s not having this effect on me, 
that it’s impossible a short conversation with her has 
awoken this crazy sparking something inside of me. 


The sensation is so new I don’t even know how to label it. 


It just Is. 


Looking up at her on the porch, standing there in a 
waitress’s uniform with a heavy jacket over the top, I felt as 
though the world had stopped spinning because of us. Her 
beauty hammering me over the head with a primordial fist. 


Take her, some deep part of me rumbled. Far away, a 
private place, a savage place, take her and kiss every inch 
of her curvy skin until she’s tingling and shivering and 
begging for a release, and then take her, take her hard and 
long, and blow your hot load deep inside her so that it 
kisses her womb and makes a life there. 


I can’t help but close my eyes and picture her, her body 
achingly curvaceous despite the heaviness of her winter 
jacket. I could see the lines of her thighs and then her hips, 
those fucking childbearing hips, and the shape of her 
breasts beneath the fabric. 


Her long dark hair, falling down to her shoulders in waves, 
as though she’d just freed it after a long day at work. Tights 
clinging to her legs and shoes with a slight heel, shaping 
those meaty calves, the sort of legs I could spend hours 
kissing and biting and teasing. 


No, not the sort of legs. 
Those were the legs. 
The only legs. 


“She’s mine,” I whisper now, into the semidarkness of the 
motel room. “Jesus fucking Christ, she’s mine. If another 
man touches her...” 


I’m almost glad when my cellphone buzzes, pulling me from 
my reverie. 


As usual, it’s Uncle Johnny. 


“Yep?” I say, picking up. 


“Hello to you, too, motherfucker,” Johnny laughs. 


I smirk, sitting on the edge of the bed, unable to stop the 
image of Millie - Millie, what a beautiful name - from rising 
in my mind... or taking shape in the shadows of the room, 
or dancing in the moonlight that seeps in through the half- 
pulled curtains. 


Got to get her out of my head. 

But I can’t. 

“Markus?” Johnny says. 

“Yeah?” 

“T said you moved outta what’s-it-called, Pebble Dock yet?” 
“Stone Harbor,” I murmur. “And no. Why do you ask?” 


He laughs grimly. “Because it’s been about a month. By my 
count, you’re late.” 


“T might stick around a while,” I mutter. 
“Oh?” Johnny says. 


I hear the way his voice is pitched, not too eager. I guess he 
thinks I’m wary of talking about anything emotional, or 
anything that veers close to that territory. And he’s right. 


“Any particular reason?” he goes on. 

“T don’t know,” I say. “I’m still looking into it.” 
“Care to be more vague?” he chuckles. 

“How’s Auntie Eva?” I ask, changing the subject. 


He pauses for a moment and I know he wants to press 
further, but then he sighs, quietly agreeing to let it pass. 
“Baking like a madwoman,” he says. “I’ve put on ten pounds 


since spring, I’m telling you. That woman will be the death 
of me.” 


“Tell her I hope she’s doing well,” I say. “Did you need to 
talk about anything specific or was this just a social call?” 


“You don’t do social calls,” Johnny banters. “But yeah, it was 
whatever your version of a social call would be. Take care of 
yourself, Markus. And aye? If you’ve met a girl down there, 
try not to scare her off, alright?” 


This is just a usual part of our back and forth, but as I laugh 
I hear how strangled my voice sounds. 


Millie, Millie, fucking Millie. 


We say our goodbyes and I walk to the window, standing 
there, peering out at the night and my Chevy Impala. 


I could climb in now and drive away. 
Nobody would stop me. 

There’s nothing tying me to this town. 
NO. 


Something roars inside of me, some deep part of me I’ve 
never felt before. 


An instinct to make her mine, to make it so no other man 
gets to explore those luscious curves. 


My eyes refocus and I see my reflection now instead, and 
just for a second I see her standing there beside me, her 
head resting on my chest, her belly bulging with our 
offspring, a gorgeous smile on her lips. 


I turn away. 


This is crazy. 


But that doesn’t make it any less real. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


M illie 


“I don’t know what happened,” Jackie says the next 
morning, as the three of us drive into town for breakfast at 
the diner. 


The last place I want to spend my Saturday morning is at 
my workplace, but Jackie has been going there every 
Saturday morning for almost a decade now, and I try to 
spend as little time alone in the house as possible. 


Is that me being paranoid? Or is something bad really 
coming? 


I guide the car steadily through the forest, Lava sitting up 
happily in the back seat, turning between us with his 
tongue hanging out as we talk, as though following the flow 
of the conversation. 


“I was sure I didn’t leave the door or the gate open. But 
there was no sign of a break-in, was there? I mean, if 
somebody wanted to steal him, surely they’d just take him.” 


“Maybe they tried to but he put up too much of a fight and 
he ran away?” 


“Maybe,” she murmurs. “But then why not close the door so 
it looked less suspicious?” 


Jackie wrings her hands, frowning so that her high 
cheekbones look even more pronounced. She looks even 
thinner than she normally does in the baggy sweater, the 
sleeves pulled up around her wrists. Her black hair tied in a 
ponytail, which she touches every few moments, something 
she does when she’s anxious. 


“I don’t know,” I say, thinking about the west coast, the 
horror there. 


She knows some of it. But not all. 


But I’m not about to ventilate my life story on what’s 
supposed to be a pleasant Saturday morning. 


“Anyway, I don’t know why you’re changing the subject from 
your mega crush on Markus McCabe.” 


I roll my eyes, feeling heat blossom in my cheeks despite my 
best efforts to keep my face calm. 


“Yeah, right,” I murmur. 
“T think he likes you,” Jackie goes on with a giggle. 


“What on earth would make you say that?” I murmur, 
rounding a corner and driving down the final stretch to the 
town, the road becoming less of a country lane, widening 
out as the Stone Harbor sign comes into view. 


“Because he actually spoke to you,” Jackie laughs. “Word 
around town is that he doesn’t talk to anyone, ever. The fact 
that you had a conversation is proof enough.” 


“Well, it wasn’t much of one,” I say. 


“T can’t believe he called you ma’am,” she giggles. “He must 
be twice your age.” 


“Who cares?” I say, with more passion than I intended. “I 
love the gray in his hair. I love how experienced and... Oh, 
you little sneak.” 


Jackie giggles delighted, proving my instincts right. 


She only made a comment about his age to draw out my 
real feelings toward him. 


Blistering attraction. 
“That was way too sneaky,” I say. 


“At least I know how you really feel now,” she replies, a 
thrilled note in her voice. “So are you going to go for it?” 


I sigh. “Let’s not get carried away.” 


“What do you mean?” Jackie demands. “Why shouldn’t you 
go for it if you like him?” 


I glance at her briefly as I drive slowly down Main Street, 
the townsfolk going about their Saturday morning business, 
several sailors striding up the street with their wooly 
sweaters and knit caps pulled low, a few of them smoking 
cigarettes as they make their way toward the dock. 


“Millie?” Jackie prompts, as I round the corner to the diner. 
“Have you seen him?” I snap, way harsher than I intended. 
Jackie flinches. “Well, yeah, just around town. Why?” 


“Jackie, please,” I say, bringing the car to a stop outside the 
diner, the red-painted facade faded a little in the blistering 
sea winds, the windows glistening with snow and moisture. 


“Please what?” 


I turn to find her staring plaintively at me. 
“Are you really going to make me Say it?” 
She frowns. “What?” 


“For God’s sake,” I explode. “Fine—I’m way too unattractive 
for Markus McCabe, okay. There, that’s the truth.” 


“Millie, you don’t really believe that, do you?” Jackie 
mutters. 


“Yes,” I huff. “I do.” 


“Well, you’re wrong,” Jackie says fiercely. “You’re an 
incredibly attractive woman.” 


“Can we just drop it?” I ask. “I don’t want to ruin 
breakfast.” 


Jackie opens her mouth as though to press the issue, but 
then sighs and nods. 


“Okay,” she says. “Let’s go eat.” 


My heart pounds in my chest as we climb from the car and 
head into the diner. I nod to my manager, Maxine, and head 
to the corner booth, Lava walking obediently behind us. 
One of the benefits of Stone Harbor being such a small 
town is that most people know Lava and that he’s well- 
behaved, so they don’t mind him being in here. 


My hands worry at each other as we take our seats. 
“T didn’t mean to snap back there,” I say quietly. 


Jackie turns to me with a smile. “Don’t be silly,” she says. 
“You did nothing wrong.” 


I find my hand coming to my mouth, intending to bite my 
nail, but then I realize what I’m doing and forcibly remove 


it. 
When it’s time to order breakfast, a small voice in the back 
of my head whispers that I should get a fruit cocktail or 


something. But I worked hard yesterday and my belly is 
rumbling, and the blunt truth is I don’t want a fruit cocktail. 


I order pancakes with syrup, the same as Jackie, and then 
we sit there sipping our coffee with Lava draped over our 
knees. 


“Thinking about making me another wonderful dinner?” 
Jackie teases when she sees me looking wistfully out the 
window, at the town. 


Is he out there? 


I return her smile. “I have been toying with an English roast 
dinner,” I tell her. “There’s been about a million posts on the 
forum about it recently. Who knows, maybe we’ll invite 
some food critic here and he’ll declare me the best chef in 
the universe.” 


“And hire you immediately to be head chef at his 
restaurant,” Jackie exclaims. “You know because he’s a food 
critic and a restaurateur.” 


“Then I’ll go and open my own restaurant and it will be the 
most popular place in the State—” 


“Nah, the country.” 


“Yeah?” I grin, the banter infusing me with warmth ... but 
it’s nothing compared to the warmth Markus infused me 
with last night, just by looking at me. “How about the 
world?” 


“The galaxy—” 


“The universe—” 


We’re interrupted when the diner door suddenly swings 
open and around thirty people come barreling in, some of 
them with children, their voices raised in happy chatter. 


“Oh, it’s today?” I mutter. 
“Yeah, I forgot, too.” 


Once a month a nearby archeological society meets and 
then comes to town afterward for breakfast and to unwind. 
Somehow Jackie and I are always forgetting the date, 
constantly surprised when the floodgates open and the 
place becomes packed. I feel a stab of worry when I realize 
that Maxine might try to rope me into working. 


“Let’s make this quick,” I murmur. 
“We can take Lava for a walk afterward?” 
“Yeah, sounds good.” 


We eat and pay up quickly, not giving Maxine time to come 
over and twist my arm to work an extra shift. A ting of guilt 
touches me when I think about fleeing the diner, but it’s my 
freaking day off and I still feel work-weary from yesterday 
and earlier in the week. 


We leave the car parked up outside the diner and walk Lava 
down Main Street, toward the harbor. The town is called 
Stone Harbor because of the rock formation that overlooks 
the boats, jagged and detailed. Sometimes the townsfolk 
will make up myths about the rock face, that it holds all the 
faces of the heroes and villains of the town’s history, silly 
things like that. 


We walk along, Lava trotting happily in his extendable 
leash, his fluorescent jacket hugging him like armor. 


“Hey, Lava,” Jackie says when he starts pulling off to the 
side, heading for a turn. “What is it, boy—” 


His tail wagging like crazy, he pulls on the leash, wheezing 
in his excitement to get wherever it is he wants to go. Jackie 
and I exchange a perplexed look. Lava is never like this. 
He’s a very patient walker, always willing to wait for his 
humans to catch up. 


We follow him as he pulls and pulls, and then round a 
corner and end up in the harbor parking lot. 


I gasp when I see the black Chevy Impala, and then curse 
myself for being so childish, gasping like a little girl just 
because I see his car. 


But then he steps from it, dressed more appropriately for 
the weather this time, his jacket a deep blue, and zipped up 
to his chin. He’s got a light black silver peppered beard, I 
realize, just a smattering that I didn’t notice before. He 
glances up and his face tightens when he sees me. His lips 
do that twitching thing again, that half-smile, smirk, thing. 


“Can you take Lava for a sec, hon?” Jackie says, handing me 
the leash. 


“Sure,” I murmur, distracted as Markus and I gaze at each 
other. 


“Thanks,” she says. “Oh, for God’s sake.” 


She’s taken out her phone and is now gaping at it in the 
most ludicrously exaggerated way possible, her eyebrows 
piqued theatrically. 


“No rest for the wicked, I guess. Would you mind waiting 
here? I need to run into the office quickly.” 


“Jackie, don’t you...” 


But she’s already gone, turning to mouth You’re beautiful at 
me. My chest lightens under the praise even as I realize 
that Markus is approaching, moving with that animal calm, 


as though nothing in this world could ever come close to 
perturbing him. 


“Hey, boy,” he says, kneeling down to let Lava leap up onto 
his chest, nuzzling him, yapping happily. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


M arkus 


I try to focus all of my attention on Lava, the dog grinning 
as he leaps up at me. I run my hand over his coat, freshly 
washed since yesterday, and tell myself that my need to 
grab this woman by her curvy hips and take her in the back 
of my Chevy isn’t roaring loudly in my ears. 


Eventually, Lava calms down and I stand, looking over at 
Millie. She’s wearing a long jacket today, with gloves, jeans, 
and boots... All things, basically, which should make it more 
difficult for my manhood to flood with tension at the sight of 
her. 


She’s covered up, for fuck’s sake, and yet my eyes track her 
curves beneath the winter clothing. Her face is gloriously 
beautiful, her eyes wide and bright, her lips pursed, her 
cheeks full and red from the cold. Her hair spills out from a 
winter hat, dark locks of it, begging for me to run my hands 
through to see how soft it is. 


“He likes you,” Millie says, breaking the silence. 


“T’m glad,” I murmur. 


“Oh, really?” she says. 


I spot the shyness flitting across her features, replaced by 
Sassiness a moment later. 


I get the feeling that if I were to spend a few days with this 
woman, I’d learn her every tic, her every gesture, 
fascinated each second by all the ways this woman could 
surprise me. 


“Why shouldn’t I be?” I ask. 


“Um, well, you don’t seem to care that the rest of the town 
thinks you’re this big grumpy grouch.” 


I can’t help but smirk, at her teasing tone. 


“Does that include you, Millie?” I growl, unable to stop 
myself. 


One half of me roars to leave this town, to run before it’s 
too late, to be the wanderer I’ve always been. 


But another part knows that it’s already too late for that. 


A real man doesn’t abandon the mother of his children ... 
even if she doesn’t know how important she is yet. 


These are the same crazy thoughts that have been spinning 
around my head all day, a vortex of obsession I can’t quit, 
which I’m not even sure I want to quit. 


Millie considers my question, biting her bottom lip in a way 
that sends insistent pressure down my length, the base 
throbbing, my balls icy stones that are begging for a 
release. 


“You weren’t exactly friendly yesterday, storming off like 
that.” 


I stalk closer, glad that Lava is there for an excuse. The 
pooch lets me pet him, tilting his head regally, allowing me 
to smooth my hands over his head and ears. 


“Maybe I’m just old fashioned,” I rumble. “Maybe I don’t 
think a man and a woman ought to be alone unless they 
intend to do something about it.” 


I look up just in time to see the shock running through her 
before she wipes it away with another sassy expression, 
eyebrows raised, her smirk mirroring my own. 


“So I guess that means you don’t want to...” 

She trails off, her shyness winning out. 

But I can finish the sentence in my mind all too easily. 
You don’t want to do anything intimate with me. 

But that’s a damn lie. 


She’s the only woman my seed has ever roared for, my 
heart has ever hammered for, my world has ever turned 
upside down for. 


“What are you doing down here, anyway?” she says, quickly 
changing the subject. 


“T was going to walk the harbor.” 
tt Why?” 


I stare at her for a moment, my body thrumming with 
unspent energy, despite the extra workout I put in this 
morning, despite the early morning run through the forest, 
snow and pine leaves crackling beneath my feet. 


To try to get you out of my head, I don’t say, even if it’s the 
truth. 


All morning the sight of her standing on that porch has 
returned to me, the sass in her eyes, the shyness warring 
there. 


Her hips, fucking hell ... the way they move out slightly, 
enough to grab onto, a sturdy beautiful frame that’s made 
for fucking and childbearing, that’s made for me. 


Again, I wonder what would happen if I saw another man 
try to lay a hand on this woman. 


Fire flames through me at the thought. 
It wouldn’t be pretty. 


“Just to walk,” I murmur. “Why don’t you come along with 
me?” 


“Well, Lava does seem to like you.” 

“Exactly,” I agree. “Let’s do it for the dog.” 

She laughs a gorgeous sound. 

“What?” I ask. 

“Are you always this somber?” 

I shrug. “I guess old habits die hard.” 

“What, you’ve got an old habit of being a grump?” 


My smirk grows wider. I try to gather my regular coldness 
and detachment but around her, it’s like trying to hold onto 
a melting ice cube. Her heat just burns it up, makes my 
usual character slippery. 


“Maybe I'll develop a new habit of putting ladies in their 
place, eh?” 


She glares, but there’s a note of playfulness in her eyes. 
“Oh, so you’re a sexist, huh?” 


“Like I said, I’m old fashioned.” 


Without discussing it, we started to walk along the harbor, 
along the side that’s bordered by the rock face. The sea is a 
startling deep icy blue today, catching the few spears of 
sunlight that are brave enough to lance through the clouds. 


“So you don’t believe women are allowed to work?” 
“What?” I chuckle deeply. “Of course they should.” 


“So I guess you’re not that old fashioned, then,” she 
banters. 


I shrug, thinking about all the primordial things this woman 
looks fit for doing right now, the savage way I’d bend her 
over and peel off her winter clothes. Inch by inch, I’d reveal 
her flesh, savoring the way itd become prickled with 
goosebumps for me, the way she’d shift her hips from side 
to side, eager to feel my precome-slicked length inside of 
her. 


“Where have you floated off to?” she asks, as we walk up a 
wooden pier, our shoes making crunching sounds in the 
snow. 


“Oh, I was just thinking about fairies and angels.” 
“Yeah right,” she giggles. 

Her laugh. Jesus Christ. It’s so intoxicating. 

“T thought you might be thinking about—never mind...” 


“You thought I might be thinking about my military 
service,” I murmur. 


She nods shortly. “Busted. Yeah.” 


“No,” I mutter, fighting the urge to reach out and take her 
hand. Maybe there’s some deluded part of me that believes 


I can still fight this, that the spell this woman has cast on 
me hasn’t already made it too late. “I don’t tend to get stuck 
in the past like that. I try not to, anyway.” 


We pause as Lava flops around in the snow, swishing here 
and there, having the time of his life. 


Millie glances up at me, biting her lip. “Yeah, I get that,” 
she says. “I’ve been trying to work on that as well, not 
getting trapped in the past. Not that anything as dramatic 
as military service has ever happened to me. I’m not saying 
that.” 


“What happened, then?” I ask, unable to mask my genuine 
interest. 


She flinches and for a moment, I see darkness creep into 
her eyes. But then she laughs it off, waving a hand. 


“Oh, nothing much. I auditioned for a play in high school 
and this other girl got it.” 


“Hmm,” I murmur. 


“What?” she demands, back to sassy now. “What’s hmm 
about that?” 


“Nothing,” I say. “Just hard to turn off my SEAL instincts 
sometimes.” 


“And what are they telling you right now?” 


That something terrible happened to you and you're 
ashamed to talk about it. 


“That I’m hungry,” I say. “Have you eaten yet?” 


“Yes,” she says. “Pancakes. Absolutely sublime, if you’re 
wondering, though I would’ve liked them to be just a tad 
thicker, and the texture, well, there’s an art to that, isn’t 
there?” 


“Is there?” I ask, moving closer to her, and closer. I can 
scent her in the air, a scent so much stronger and 
prepossessing than gun smoke. “I don’t know. I’m not much 
of a chef. You sound like you know what you’re talking 
about, though.” 


She shrugs, causing those juicy breasts to jostle up and 
down. 


I can’t fucking stop. 


“Maybe a little. I’m going to be a chef one day, hopefully. I’m 
a waitress at the moment.” 


“T’m sure you'll be an incredible chef,” I say. 
“How could you possibly know that?” she fires. 


Because I have a feeling you’d be amazing at anything you 
tried to do. 


“Because anybody who can get that passionate over 
pancakes must have a bright future,” I joke. 


She laughs and I wonder what it’d be like to spend the rest 
of my life prompting that laughter, that gorgeous goddamn 
noise. 


Without discussing it, we start walking back up toward the 
parking lot, toward my Chevy. It feels good to walk 
alongside her, Lava sniffing the path ahead, and I can’t help 
but think about walking like this with a couple of toddlers 
and a dog of our own, a family unit, warm and safe against 
the cold of winter. 


Hell, against the cold of the world. 
“What the fuck?” I growl when my Chevy comes into view. 


“What?” Millie asks. 


“Look,” I say, striding across the lot and gesturing down to 
the tires, all of which are punctured, big slits in the sides, 
completely flat. “Some bastard slashed my tires.” 


I turn to find Millie staring open mouthed down at the tires, 
as though it’s her car that’s been vandalized. 


I look around the lot, searching for any sign of a 
disturbance. Whoever did it, went to some effort to cover 
their tracks. The snow around the car has been wiped over 
so that it’s impossible to see any footsteps. 


“Why would anyone do that?” she says, with an undertone 
to her voice that tells me she’s not as surprised as she’s 
making out. 


“Do you have any idea?” I ask, the paranoid thought 
striking me that she led me out to the harbor as a 
distraction so that somebody could do this. 


But no. 

I don’t believe that Millie would pull a stunt like that. 
After knowing her for less than a day? 

Fuck yes. 


I don’t know how, but the certainty that she wouldn’t do 
that hammers into me. 


Maybe it’s because I know the future mother of my children 
wouldn't do a thing like that. 


“Me? No, of course not,” she says hurriedly. “How would I?” 
Hmm. 


“T don’t know,” I say, my eyes searching hers. 


But it’s impossible to look at her suspiciously, without my 
lust rising to the surface singing a chorus of desire in my 
mind. 


I look around the parking lot, searching for any security 
cameras, but I can’t spot any. Most of the cars are snowed 
or iced over, too, meaning any dash cams wouldn’t have 
caught the vandalism. 


“Maybe I’ve made more enemies in this town than I 
realize,” I sigh. “I better get down to the garage and see if 
they can send somebody out. Goddamn, if I caught the 
bastard while he was doing this to my Chevy...” 


I trail off anger moving through me, clenching my fists. 
“Tt’ll be okay,” Millie says, placing her hand on my arm. 


I pause, electricity sparking at the touch despite our layers 
of winter clothing. My manhood gives an insistent throb as I 
imagine pulling her glove off and guiding her hand down to 
my manhood, savoring the feeling of her stroking over the 
outside of my pants, and then sliding down and grabbing 
my engorged trunk. 


Stroking, slickly, quickly, faster and faster until I’m ready to 
bend her over and slide deep inside her soaked core. 


“Sorry,” she mutters, withdrawing her hand. 
“No,” I growl. “You don’t need to apologize.” 


We stare at each other for a moment and I almost blurt it all 
out right there, this crazy conviction inside of me to claim 
her, make her mine, make it so no other man is lucky 
enough to get to touch her. 


I turn, meaning to walk to the garage. 


If they can’t send somebody to this sort out, I’ll just get a 
couple of tires and handle it myself. I’ve got two spares 
anyway, so it’s just a matter of getting two more. 


“Markus?” Millie says when I’m at the edge of the lot. 


I turn, heart thumping, every instinct roaring in me to 
charge across the lot and palm those bulbous breasts, to 
listen to the way she moans, to watch the lust-filled shivers 
move through her. 


“Yes?” I say huskily. 

“Um, I don’t want to be incredibly forward ...” 
She trails off. 

“Actually, don’t worry.” 

I smirk, swaggering back over to her. 

We’re in deep now. 

“My answer is yes,” I say. 


“Yes?” she repeats, voice pitched high, but nowhere near as 
high as it’d be if I was plunging balls deep inside of her, 
pounding harder each second, watching her body 
reverberate with each savage thrust. 


“You can cook me a meal,” I smirk. 


She flinches. “How the heck did you know that’s what I was 
going to ask?” 


“Instinct,” I say. 


And I feel like I know you already, Millie, even if it makes 
no damn sense. 


“Well, okay then,” she says, smiling shakily, as though she 
thinks I’m playing some sort of joke on her. “How about 


tonight at Jackie’s place? She’s got a date in the next town 
over, so... Shall we say six o’clock?” 


All the blood in my body rushes directly to my manhood, a 
solid rod of tension threatening to explode. 


“Sounds perfect,” I just about manage to say, somehow not 
growling it like a beast. 


CHAPTER SIX 


M illie 


“I still can’t believe you did that,” I say, guiding the car back 
down the road that leads to Jackie’s forest-side house. 


“I still can’t believe he asked you on a date.” 


I feel my cheeks flush and the redness spread across my 
chest, my body tingling all over when I remember the way 
he looked at me, as though for a second he was just about 
to grab me and kiss me right there at the harbor. 


“I think he just wants a home cooked meal,” I murmur, 
unwilling to get my hopes up about this. 


What if they come shattering down to earth? 


Or what if he saw the way you freaked out when you saw 
his tires had been slashed? What if he suspects you know 
more than you're letting on? 


I turn away from that paranoid thought, though it’s still 
there, whispering beneath the surface, impossible to exile 
entirely. 


“Come on, Millie,” Jackie says, gesticulating passionately. 
“You really think a hot-blooded American male is just 
coming by for a meal? Well, actually, maybe he is... Maybe 
he’s looking to eat something that’s not a dish you cook if 
you know what I mean.” 


“Jeez, Jackie, it’s not exactly hard to decipher, is it?” I 
murmur, my body tingling all over when I imagine his 
strong hands on me, his firm giant’s body pressed against 
mine. “But I can’t think like that, okay?” 


“Why the heck not?” 

“Because...” 

Because if I’m wrong, I'll feel like an idiot. 

“Just because. Anyway, you’re the mega-dater this month.” 


Jackie sighs. “When I made the pledge to put myself out 
there more, maybe I should’ve steered clear from online 
dating. It’s hell out there, Millie. You should be glad you 
found your forever man by chance.” 


I shake my head, not taking the bait, even as an inexorable 
smile rises to my lips. 


“Its crazy that somebody slashed his tires,” she says, the 
forest enveloping us, the snowfall getting heavier now. “I 
get it that people around here have that small-town 
mentality, but that’s taking it way too far.” 


“Yeah,” I murmur, thinking of the west coast, thinking of the 
way he stared at me with blood-red fury in his eyes. 


Wherever you go, whatever you do, Ill find you, Millie. I'll 
always find you. 


“Its sort of freaked me out,” I admit. “I mean, first 
somebody leaves the back doors open, and now this? Do 


you think it’s connected?” 

I silently will her to say no, no freaking way. 
But she nods slowly as if musing on it. 

“It’s possible,” she says. 


I sigh and we drive the rest of the way in silence, both lost 
in our thoughts, perhaps both thinking about our dates 
later this evening. 


No, I correct myself, maybe she’s thinking about her date. 
But there’s no date for me to think about. 


It’s just a friendly meal, nothing more. 


Yeah, sure, a voice whispers within. Keep telling yourself 
that. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


M arkus 


I pull up outside the house at the edge of the forest in my 
Chevy, the wheels restored. It turned out the guy was in 
and for a price that seemed way too damn high to me, he 
was willing to come down and sort it out. But the money 
wasn’t a problem. I’ve made a fair amount of it over the 
years and I’ve never lived extravagantly. 


A nice nest egg to start a family, I hear Johnny murmur in 
my head. Maybe start a family right here in Stone Harbor, 
eh? 


I push that voice down and stare at the house, framed in 
the moonlight. The snow has stopped now and the sky is 
clear, the stars brilliantly bright out here away from 
artificial light. 


A rectangle of electric light in the front window shows 
Millie, leaning over a dish with a spoon, bringing it to her 
mouth and tasting it. I’m too far away to make out all the 
details, but of course, my savage mind replaces the spoon 


with my manhood, her lips opening to take in my end, her 
eyes wide in pleasure. 


I swallow and glance at the passenger seat, at the bouquet 
of flowers, roses I picked up after getting my car fixed. 
There are chocolates, too. 


It must say a lot about me that this is the first time I’ve ever 
bought either flowers or chocolates for a woman. 


No need to in the SEALs. And no need to after. You hadn’t 
met her yet, the woman who’s going to change everything, 
who’s going to tip your world upside down. 


Millie looks up and waves her hand, spotting me. I wave my 
hand back, ignoring the drumming deep within, the 
drumming that tells me this might be the most important 
night of my life when I either make or break what could be 
our future. 


I still feel that old niggling desire to flee, to be a nomad, but 
then she opens the door and I see her standing there in 
that form fitting apron, steam rising in wisps in the air 
around her. 


I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. 


That apron looks so beautifully domestic, so much like a 
mother, creating beautiful dishes for our children ... and 
then singing lustfully later when I tear it from her and lay 
her on her back, pry those thighs apart and licking greedily 
at the tanginess between her legs. 


I take the flowers and the chocolates and step from the car, 
something in me flaring when I see her reaction. Her eyes 
settle on the flowers for a moment, and then a smile breaks 
across her face, her whole expression becoming bright. 


“Whoah, somebody pushed the boat out,” she giggles. 


“Do you like them?” I ask, handing them to her. 


She takes them, our hands brushing, flesh on flesh this 
time. She’s warm from the kitchen and the sensation moves 
through me, a direct line to my manhood, already rock solid 
but now feeling as though it could explode out of my pants 
at any minute. 


She glances up at me, biting her lip in a way that makes me 
want to turn carnal and beastly right here. 


Part of me is glad when Lava comes bounding down the 
hallway, tail wagging. I reach down and give him a hello 
rub, and then stand up to find Millie with her face buried in 
the flowers, inhaling. 


“Beautiful,” she says. 


“Yes,” I growl, eyeing her and leaving no room for confusion 
about what I mean. I gesture with the box of chocolates. “I 
got these as well.” 


“Oh, well, thanks,” she mutters. “I don’t think I need 
anymore though.” 


“What do you mean?” I ask, trying to puzzle out the 
statement. “ You don’t like chocolate?” 


“Yeah, I do. I love it. Maybe too much.” 

I stare, dumbfounded. “I’m not following you.” 

She shoots me a sassy look, taking the chocolates. 
“Hey, I thought you SEALs were supposed to be smart.” 
I smirk ironically. 


“Some are smarter than others, I guess,” I tell her, still with 
no idea what that chocolate comment was supposed to 
mean. 


She leads me into the house, Lava loping at her feet. But my 
eyes are glued to that fine ass. She’s wearing jeans and a 
frilly sweater. It just makes it all the sweeter that the jeans 
aren’t tight, the fabric falling naturally onto her skin, letting 
me imagine that it’s my hands pressing down, feeling her 
bare curvy flesh. 


We amble into the kitchen, which has a little seating area 
off to the side. Beyond the night dark window, a light wind 
whistles. Lava takes off somewhere into the house, leaving 
us alone in the warmth of the room, the smells of her 
cooking making my belly rumble and my mouth salivate... 
even more than she does, somehow, with those mind- 
fucking hips and that juicy grab-me ass. 


She puts the flowers in a glass vase and gestures at the 
stove. Something’s bubbling and more spice-laden scents 
drift over to me. 


“T hope you like chili con carne,” she says. “I know it’s not 
the most exotic dish, but—” 


“It smells incredible,” I cut her off. “I can’t remember the 
last time I smelt anything so damn good, truth be told.” 


She thrills visibly, her cheeks turning red, but perhaps 
that’s from the heat of the cooking. 


Or maybe it’s because her mind is as full of carnal thoughts 
as yours. 


Fine, maybe that could be true—maybe she’s also thinking 
about where this date could go. 


But is she thinking about where the rest of our lives could 
go as well? 


If I told her how certain I was that she’s the woman for me, 
now and always, would she laugh or run away? 


“You can sit down if you want, soldier,” she says. “There’s no 
need to stand at attention.” 


I smirk, realizing that she’s right. I’ve been standing at the 
entranceway with my hands behind my back as though 
waiting for a fight to break out. I walk over to the table and 
sit down, feeling absurdly large at the rustic style 
furnishing, the chair creaking beneath me. 


“Thank you for the flowers,” she says. 


“No problem,” I mutter, my eyes scorching into her, those 
thick legs trapped in those jeans, begging to be freed. 


“Would you like a drink? Wine? Beer?” 


“TIl take a water,” I say. “I’m not much of a drinker. Don’t 
let me stop you, though.” 


“Two waters it is, then,” she says. “I’m not much of a 
drinker, either. I mean, I’m not a teetotal or anything, but 
I’ve never much liked the feeling of not being in control, you 
know?” 


My gaze burns into her, those rosy red cheeks, the singsong 
quality to her voice. It grapples with something deep inside 
of me, taking me down and pinning me there irresistibly, as 
if any second I’m going to snap and give into the primal 
beast within and charge across the kitchen, palm that ass, 
palm those tits, make her beg for a release and— 


Cool it, man, I try to order myself, even if I know it’s 
downright impossible where Millie is concerned. 


She gets us two glasses of water and brings them over. I 
reach over and take mine, and again our hand’s touch, the 
sensation shimmering through my hand and up my arm, 
causing my muscles to tense. 


She catches my eye and a smile lights up her face, the sort 
of smile that tells me she’s struggling to believe this is 
happening. 


You and me both. 


“Dinner will be ready in a few,” she says, returning to the 
stove. 


I’m happy to just watch her at her work, leaning back and 
never once taking my eyes off her body, the way her hips 
swish from side to side as she moves around, setting out 
plates and sieving the rice, washing the starch off, all the 
while with this look of complete concentration on her face. 


Fuck it. I’m only human. 


I find myself climbing to my feet and stalking up behind her, 
moving with the SEAL quietness and fluidity that often 
meant the difference between life and death when I was 
overseas. 


I pause when her scent begins to override that of the food, 
rising like an imploration inside of me, a jagged need that 
spikes and touches every part of me. 


Closer, and closer, I move, and I see in the reflection of the 
steam and night shaded glass that she’s watching me. 


Her eyes widen when I loop my hands around her waist, 
squeezing, savoring the feel of her body. 


“Oh,” she whimpers cutely, wriggling against me, her ass 
cheeks brushing against my manhood. 


Whether it’s by accident or intentional, I can’t tell. All I 
know is that the sensation has me all fucked up inside, my 
manhood going rock solid... well, even more, rock solid than 
it’s been since I stepped foot in here. 


I lean down and brush my lips against her cheek from 
behind, pressing against her more firmly. She grips the 
edge of the counter and pushes back, even as her cheeks 
bloom shyly. 


Now that I know she’s doing it on purpose my desire flames 
even fiercer. 


I grab her—turn her. 


I palm that meaty beautiful ass and I press her against me, 
my manhood brushing against her belly through my pants. 


I can’t stop. 
I don’t want to stop. 


I lean down and push my lips against hers, feeling the 
texture of them, tasting their sweetness. She gasps, all 
muffled through the kiss, and I bury my hands in those ass 
cheeks, knowing I could spend fucking years just squeezing 
and massaging them, giving in to my every carnal impulse. 


I slide my hands around over those sweet childbearing hips, 
but now all I can think about is what sensational handholds 
they make, fleshy and beautiful, made for gripping as I ram 
like the beast I am into her. 


Smoothing my hand down her jeans, I hunger to feel the 
wetness between her legs. 


To tease a goddamn river of wetness out of her. 
She whimpers, gripping onto my shirt. 


But just about when I’m going to touch her sex, she breaks 
the kiss. 


“Wait,” she whispers. 


I stop, withdrawing my hands slightly. 


“What is it?” I ask. 
“Tjust...” 


Hesitation swims in her eyes, warring with the lust there. I 
can read it all, which is crazy since we met so recently. 


But it doesn’t matter. 


She’s a tapestry I’ll never stop being able to decipher, a 
code IIl always be eager to crack. 


Because she’s mine. 
Her taste flurries around in my mouth. 


“I don’t want dinner to be spoiled,” she says a moment 
later, even if we both know that’s not what she was 
originally going to Say. 


“Okay,” I say, leaning down and kissing her again briefly, a 
brush of shimmering lust blazing through both of us. 


Then I step away and return to the table, inhaling the scent 
of Millie and the chili con carne. 


Even if every primal instinct in me is roaring at me to take 
her, to dominate her, to make her ache and shiver with her 
release, I’ll never be one of those bastards who sulks when 
a lady needs more time. 


And yet I can’t help but wonder why she wanted to stop 
when I could feel the desire in her, a mirror of my own. 


I watch as she turns back to the chili con carne with a 
visible effort. In the reflection of the window, I see her 
licking her lips, as though tasting our kiss, reliving it. 


Her tanginess swirls around me. 


My manhood gives a pulse. 


But for all that, dinner does smell goddamn incredible. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


M illie 


I dish out the chili con carne and the rice, my heartbeat still 
not calming down even though it’s been minutes since the 
kiss. 


The way he grabbed me, the freaking animalism of it, as 
though there’s this crazy sexy beast inside of him just 
waiting to break out... It makes me shiver, despite the heat 
of the house and the steam in the kitchen. 


I wanted to sink deeper into the kiss, to let his hand slide up 
between my legs and ply the pleasure there. I wanted to 
squirm against him, to drive the pleasure deeper, longer 
until my lust was off its leash and I was crying out with 
release. 


But then what? a voice whispered inside of me. What 
happens when things go further and he finds out just how 
inexperienced you really are? 


Markus sits at the table in his steel blue suit, the jacket 
hugging him snugly, outlining the shape of his powerful 
body beneath. He’s shaved and a light smirk plays on those 


oh-so-kissable lips as he watches me dish up the dinner, his 
savage eyes lingering on my ass more than once. 


Despite the nerves rioting inside me, a flurry of celebration 
goes up to. 


I have proof now. 
He’s attracted to me. 
Or it’s a trick— 


I stamp down on that part of my mind, remembering the 
way he thrummed hotly against me. 


I carry over our plates and cutlery, and then take a seat 
next to him. The table is so small that our legs touch 
beneath it, and I must be going pretty crazy because even 
that subtle contact sends shimmers up my thighs. They 
dance over my sex, still wet from our kiss, my clit pulsing 
and my womb screaming at me from within. 


Why did you stop? Kiss him, fuck him, take every single 
drop of his seed he’s willing to give you. 


“Jesus,” Markus says, closing his eyes for a moment after 
he’s swallowed his first mouthful. “This is incredible.” 


Delight sparkles through me at the compliment, our eyes 
locking for a moment. Giddiness whelms within me as time 
seems to flit forward, and for a second it’s like we’re a 
couple sharing a meal, and maybe our children are asleep 
upstairs, safe and sound, and everything’s going to be okay, 
always... 


Talk about getting ahead of yourself. 


I bet he’d sprint straight out of the door if I shared any of 
those thoughts with him. 


“Where did you learn to cook?” he says, after swallowing 
another mouthful. 


Alarm blares through me at his question, but I find myself 
not wanting to lie to him, even if I should lie to him 
considering we hardly even know each other. 


But it feels like we do. 
Talk about making no freaking sense. 
“Growing up, I guess,” I murmur. 


“You guess?” he smirks, with a playful note in his voice, his 
eyes teasing with an undertone of pure beastly hunger. 


“Growing up,” I say firmly, shooting him a sassy look, unable 
to stop myself. 


Bantering with him just feels so sweet. 


“It was my escape, in a way,” I go on. “Where I lived, we 
didn’t really have money for books. I love reading now. And 
once I got my library card, that was it, I was addicted. And 
my Kindle? That was like a drug to me. But that came much 
later. The library was far away and I could only go there so 
often. But what we did have was this whole collection of 
cookbooks. I sort of lost myself in those, dreaming up all the 
dishes I’d make one day. Then when I finally had a kitchen 
and a chance to try my hand at it, I realized I’d already 
learned a bunch of this stuff in my head. I made mistakes 
along the way - I still make mistakes - but I really care 
about improving. I want to be a head chef. One day. But I’m 
trying to be realistic about it, too.” 


I break off, stunned that I just unloaded like that, I stare 
down at my food, I realize. 


Markus reaches across and touches my chin, bringing my 
eyes to meet his. I shiver with the desire I felt when he 


kissed me, the almost unstoppable chorus of it rising inside 
of me, screaming, yearning. 


“If this meal is anything to go by,” he growls, “you’re going 
to be an incredible chef.” 


“Thank you,” I whisper. 


We both go back to eating, Markus clearly loving the food, 
savoring the taste of it with each mouthful. 


When his eyes swim like that, I can’t help but want them to 
swim for me, for them to fill with hunger when he strips me 
bare, covers every inch of me in kisses and bites, and then 


And then what? And then you try to compete with the 
women he’s been with before? Good luck with that. 


“So you lived rurally growing up?” Markus asks. 
“No,” I say. “Why?” 


“Just the comment you made about living far away from the 
library.” 


“Well, we sort of lived far away,” I murmur. “The library was 
technically only four miles away, but the city we lived in had 
terrible public transport and it wasn’t exactly the sort of 
place you want to walk around on your own, especially late 
at night.” 


Markus nods, listening. 


“It was an orphanage,” I say, shocked at myself for sharing 
this, for even speaking about this. “My parents died when I 
was five years old. I can’t even remember them. It was a 
house fire and I was the only one to survive because the 
door to my room was closed and kept the fire out long 


enough for the fire department to save me. Apparently, the 
dryer overheated and it just tore through the house and...” 


I cough back a sob, the old sadness rising up with a 
vengeance and embarrassing tears start streaking down my 
cheeks. I try to push them away, knowing that this is the last 
thing I should be doing on a date, after a kiss, if I want him 
to keep being attracted to me. 


But on and on, the tears come, punching sobs in the back of 
my throat. 


It’s as though the closeness with Markus has awoken 
something inside of me, and now it won’t stop. Jagged and 
cutting, the sadness comes, it attacks. 


And then - I hardly remember how - I’m cradled to Markus’ 
chest, his hands moving through my hair, tingling all over. 


“Tt’s okay, Millie,” he growls softly, an alpha lion comforting 
his lioness. “ You’re safe now. Everything’s going to be okay.” 


I wish I could believe you, I almost say, thinking about the 
doors being left open, Markus’ car being vandalized. 


“Tm here,” he goes on. “And I’ll never let anything happen 
to you.” 


I melt against him, giving in to the sobs, the sort of tears I 
haven’t cried for years. 


Humiliating, way too forward ... and yet there’s something 
about this stranger’s presence that makes me feel as if I’m 
finally allowed to let it out. 


CHAPTER NINE 


M arkus 


I hold her to me, letting her heartache spill out as croaking 
sobs. 


A savage protector’s desire blares through me like a 
watrior’s war-horn, a call to arms I feel right at the base of 
my being. 


I need to find whoever caused her this pain because there’s 
more to her story and make them pay, make them suffer 
like she’s now suffering. 


I imagine coming face to face with any motherfucker who’d 
dare to hurt her, who'd dare to cause her this pain. 


Blood, violence, death. 


Being a SEAL is about being disciplined, but the beast 
within me doesn’t care about discipline where my fucking 
queen is concerned, my woman. 


Who the fuck thinks they have the right to cause her pain, 
she who belongs to me—her soul, her mind, her ambitions, 
her body, everything. 


It’s all mine. And a man protects what’s his. 
She leans back in my embrace, trying to laugh it off. 


“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I didn’t mean to just offload like 
that.” 


“You never have to apologize to me,” I snarl. 


She giggles sweetly. “What if I’ve given you food poisoning 
with my cooking, huh? I don’t have to apologize even then?” 


I chuckle, her laughter bolstering my mood, dragging me 
back from the primordial edge. “I think you’re too work- 
proud to make a mistake like that.” 


She flushes magnetically. “Okay, Mr. Compliment.” 
“No, Millie,” I growl. “It’s just the truth.” 


We sit back down and continue eating. I try and act 
civilized, but with each mouthful, I want more, the food so 
delicious, the taste mixing with her tanginess from the kiss 
on my tongue. 


“Jeez,” Millie laughs after a minute or so, eyes dry but still a 
little red. “You weren’t lying when you said you liked it.” 


“Forty years I’ve been on this planet,” I tell her, “and this is 
by far the best thing I’ve ever eaten.” 


Her eyebrows raise and for a moment something drops in 
my belly. 


It’s my age, I think. 


You waited too long, a voice snarls in my mind. You should 
have settled down a long time ago. 


“T know, I’m ancient,” I grin wolfishly. 


“What?” she says, narrowing her eyes. “No, I wasn’t 
thinking that at all. I’m just shocked that you like my 
cooking so much, that’s all. Ancient? Forty is hardly one 
hundred, you silly man. Anyway, there isn’t that much 
between forty and twenty-one, is there?” 


“Not to me, there isn’t,” I say passionately. 


“There you go then,” she says, giving me the cutest pout 
I’ve ever seen. “So there’s no reason to fuss, is there?” 


“Fuss?” I laugh. “Is that what you’d call it?” 
“Well, what else?” she teases. 


“T’m just making sure you don’t run a mile when I take you 
upstairs after dinner,” I snarl, reaching across the table and 
taking her hand. 


Again, I see it, that war in her expression, lust, and need 
Sparring with indecision. 


I read her. I look closer. Deeper, I see into her eyes and into 
her soul and a suspicion rises within me, one I’d never voice 
allowed. 


It’s not my place to do it for her. 


“Because,” I go on, “even if this meal is goddamn delicious, 
I have a feeling there’s something else that tastes even 
better.” 


“T-taste?” she whimpers, moving her finger over my 
knuckles, the heat of her evident in her blazing palm. 


“Taste,” I growl. “That’s all I want, at first. Just to taste you. 
Just to see you shiver and writhe for me.” 


Another widening of her eyes. 


Goddamn, I could spend the next ten years just watching 
the dance of her facial expression, just seeing the different 
moods and aspects of her rising to the surface. 


“I can’t believe you’re saying this,” she says. “I should 
scream at you for being so forward, you know, protect my 
female honor and all that.” 


“Oh, I’m going to honor you,” I tell her, giving her hand a 
squeeze. “Every damn part of you. But you can tell me no. 
Just say the words and Ill go back to being a civilized 
gentleman.” 


Her lips tremble and her blush spreads across her cheeks, 
down her neck, until I imagine making other parts of her 
red. Those round ass cheeks, spanking them lightly, 
watching as they change color for me. And then sliding my 
wetness all over her ass cheeks, making them glisten. 


Fuck. 
I’m losing control here. 


“T don’t think you were ever a civilized gentleman,” she 
whispers, eyes flashing. 


“Ts that a yes?” I snarl. 
“Yes,” she says, a note of bravery in her voice. 


“Good, then eat up,” I tell her. “Because I’m fucking 
hungry.” 


She giggles and we turn back to our food, both of us - I 
sense - stunned at comfortable we are being together 
already. It’s like there’s all this heat inside of us just waiting 
to be tapped into, as though we’ve been waiting our whole 
lives for this. 


That’s because we have. 


After dinner, I can barely wait to get my hands on her. 


She carries the dishes to the sink and I move up behind her, 
reaching around and palming her breasts, watching us in 
the reflection of the window. She shivers and drops the 
dishes in the sink, squirming against me, her ass grinding 
hotly against my manhood. 


“T still can’t believe this is happening,” she whimpers. 


“You better start believing it,” I snarl, driving harder 
against her ass, dry humping her until the tension in my 
manhood feels like it’s going to send a wildfire scorching 
through me. “Where’s your bedroom?” 


“Upstairs, first door on the right. Let me just check on Lava 
then I’ll be up, kay?” 


“O-fucking-kay,” I growl. 
She smiles at me in the window. “ You’re an animal, Markus. 
“Yes,” I tell her, “I am.” 


I walk up the stairs to her bedroom, that suspicion still 
niggling at the edge of my mind. 


She'll tell you in her own time. Don’t push her. 
No—I’d never do that. 
And I get to taste her. 


That’s all I need, for now, just to see if her soaked slit is as 
tangy as her lips if I can feel her eagerness to give me a 
child in the juices I’m going to greedily slurp from her 
squirting lips. 


I walk into her bedroom, the bed a bit ruffled and unmade, 
her bookshelf showing thrillers, cookbooks, and 
autobiographies from chefs. There’s a small ensuite, well 
kept. I splash some water on my face and look at myself in 
the mirror, my eyes feral but focused. 


Ready. 


I love how casually messy her room is. It’s not over the top, 
but it shows that she’s not as chronically neat as I am, and 
that’s a welcome change. 


Partners need to level each other out, don’t they? 


I try to stop this train of thought, but it barrels ahead until 
in my mind we’ve already got a house full of children’s 
laughter and a white picket fence, things I didn’t even know 
I wanted until I laid eyes on my Millie. 


I pause when I spot her pink panties on the floor, all 
crumpled up, the sight of them filling me with the insane 
urge to lift them to my face and inhale, to get as close to her 
tasty honey hot as possible. I fight the urge, chuckling 
grimly at myself. I’m not about to become some panty- 
sniffing weirdo. 


But the urge is there. 
The things this woman does to me. 


Finally, she walks into the room, lit with the soft lamplight I 
turned on when I came in. 


“Shut the door,” I tell her. “Lock it. I don’t want anybody 
interrupting us.” 


“Okay,” she whispers, turning to do as I say. 


The moment I hear the click of the door, I surge over to her 
and grip her by those amazingly curvy hips. 


Her delicious whimper tells me everything I need to know 
as I guide her to the bed, squeezing with more possessive 
force each moment. Not hurting her - I’d die before I did 
that - but letting her know that she’s mine, every single 
part of her. 


“Fucking hell,” I snarl as she lies back on the bed, her legs 
spilling apart for me, thick and gorgeous despite the denim 
imprisoning them. “Do you have any idea how sexy you 
are?” 


She props herself on her elbows, causing her breasts to 
jiggle illustriously. 


“Um, no,” she giggles. “Do you have any idea how manly 
you are?” 


I smirk and fall to my knees, sliding my hands up her thighs 
and quickly unbuckling her belt. My hands can’t move fast 
enough as I tear down her pants and her panties, all 
tangled together, yanking them free so that her socks come 
with them. 


Then I lean back, staring, utterly captivated with the sight 
of her bare wet pussy waiting for me to lick every drop from 
it. Her thighs are as thick and juicy as I knew they’d be, her 
skin sinfully goose pimpled, ready for my touch. 


I feel like a beast who’s returned to his cave after a long 
fruitless hunt ... only to find that my meal was waiting for 
me here the whole time. 


Her scent fills the air, pulling me toward her, a pheromone I 
could never ignore. 


I lean close to her center, breathing deeper each moment, 
inhaling all of her. Closer, until my mouth is pressed right 
up against her pussy and she lets out a shivering noise, half- 


shy, but with the sex goddess she’ll become lingering 
beneath the noise. 


I slide my hands up her legs and savor every panting breath 
she takes, shimmering in the air. 


I move my hand to palm her creamy slit, already so wet for 
me, hot and soaking my hand as I rub her up and down, 
smearing her wetness from her hole over her lips and her 
clit. 


I look up to see her gazing down at me, eyes wide, biting 
her lower lip as though she’s intent on piercing her skin. 


“Are you going to give me every last fucking drop, Millie?” I 
snarl. “Are you going to give me the best drink of my life?” 


“Hmm,” she whimpers, nods, and then smiles sassily. 


I can’t help but smirk in return, remembering our hmm 
banter from earlier today at the harbor. 


Before somebody slashed my tires. 


I push that from my mind, telling my suspicions that they 
have no place here, not now, not when I’m with my woman. 


I bury my face in her hole. 


I can’t hold back once I’ve got a taste of her, the sweetness 
of it like manna straight from a sinner’s heaven, filling my 
mouth and sliding over my tongue as I listen to her moans, 
getting louder, sweeter, wilder. 


I grip her thighs firmly, savoring the thickness of them. 


“T need to taste it,” I snarl, knowing that my breath must be 
whispering over her by the way she shivers. “I need you to 
fill my mouth with your come. Do you understand? I need 
you to squirt in my mouth.” 


“T’ll—try,” she gasps. 
“That’s all I’m asking,” I growl, and then take her again. 


I attack her pussy with an arsenal of tongue and hand, 
slipping my finger into her wet eager hole as I lick her clit, 
suck her lips, take every part of her I can, and praying that 
I remember how she tastes, how she feels, everything. 


She starts to buck against me, her hips twitching in a way 
that makes my cock twinge with solidity. I resist the urge to 
pull my cock out and take her right here, remembering her 
nerves from before. 


Instead, I take pleasure from her pleasure, slipping my 
finger deeper, swirling my tongue around her clit until her 
moans become hollow as if she can’t quite find her breath. 


“Oh—my...” 
“Do it,” I snarl fiercely. “Cream for me.” 
“Ahhh,” she cries. 


My tongue goes into overdrive as she begins to squirm, and 
then she pauses and I can feel her gathering her energy. I 
gorge myself on her, slipping my tongue inside of her, 
opening my mouth so my upper lip brushes against her clit. 


She moans again and writhes against my face, her delicious 
juices squirting out of her hole and into my mouth, right to 
the back of my throat. I swallowing deeply, taking them as 
quickly as I can, tasting her womb in the sweetness, as 
though her body is giving me a message that she’s ready—a 
message passed down over thousands of years, a primal 
fucking confirmation. 


I lift her off the bed and drag her closer to my mouth, 
drinking from her like I’ve waited my whole life for this 
because I have. I just didn’t know it. 


She reaches down and pushes against the back of my head, 
and that just drives me fucking feral. 


I can already feel her shyness melting away, something else 
taking its place, something that will carry us through 
countless years of carnal closeness. 


I slide my hands up to her ass cheeks, squeezing them and 
massaging them as I hold her up, drinking the last squirting 
cream of her orgasm. 


And then she collapses back, panting, her hands falling 
slack as I lean back and look up at her in wonder. 


“Fucking hell, Millie,” I snarl. “You’re so goddamn beautiful 
it hurts.” 


She smiles, despite the redness in her cheeks. “Thank you,” 
she murmurs. “But I think there’s something you should 
know before we go any further.” 


“Okay,” I say, ready for whatever it is. 
With her, I can face anything. 

“Tt’s just that—” 

A crash comes from downstairs. 
Glass shattering. 


I leap to my feet, instincts kicking in, running for the door. 


CHAPTER TEN 


M illie 


A twisted part of me is glad as we stand in the kitchen, 
staring down at the brick that lies on the floor amidst the 
shattered glass. 


Outrage, disgust, terror ... they all simmer beneath the 
surface. 


But I’m glad because it means I can delay what I was going 
to tell Markus upstairs in the bedroom, lying there half 
naked, my core aching contentedly from where he assailed 
it with his tongue. 


Standing here now with my panties wet and clinging to me, 
I still find it hard to believe that we just did that, that we 
gave into crazy desire like that. 


I’ve never just let myself go before. I never thought I’d be 
capable of it. 


But with him, I feel like a different woman. He’s changing 
me already. 


And he will for the rest of our lives. 


I shoo that thought away, the same way I do every time 
those silly statements rise in my mind. 


I focus instead on the glass and the brick. 


Lava whines from the doorway behind us, pawing at it, but 
there’s no way we can let him in here until this is cleaned 


up. 


Markus turns to me, frowning slightly. “If I’m going to help 
you, I need to know,” he says. 


I tense up for a moment, wondering if he means the 
revelation I was going to give him upstairs. But then I 
realize he means the other thing, which he’s somehow 
sensed with his badass SEAL instincts. 


“Let me clean this up,” I murmur. “I don’t want Lava to cut 
himself.” 


“TIl help,” he says. 
“Okay, there’s a dustpan in that drawer.” 


Together, we start cleaning up the mess, the kitchen cold 
where the winter wind blows freely in, causing the 
diaphanous lacy curtain to flutter around like a trapped 
ghost trying to escape. 


“It’s the reason I ran here,” I murmur as I hold the trash 
bag open for him as he jostles the pan, sliding the glass into 
the bag. “I thought I’d gotten away from it. Him. I thought 
I’d escaped that part of my life. But first the door, then your 
car, and now this. It’s not a coincidence, is it?” 


“T don’t know,” Markus says, reaching over with his free 
hand, giving my shoulder a supportive squeeze. “All I know 
is I need the truth. I can’t let anything happen to you.” 


“Why?” I ask, disbelief pricking me. 


“Because I’d never forgive myself if I did,” he growls. 


I tie the trash bag and stow it in the corner, and then grab 
the vacuum cleaner. 


“That still doesn’t explain why,” I say, unwinding the cord. 


“Are you going to tell me or not?” he says, with some of the 
gruffness he’s famous for in Stone Harbor. 


“Yeah,” I sigh. 
Because I’m scared. And I think you can help. 


“T told you I was in an orphanage, right? Well, when I was 
about fifteen this man came to talk to us about drug 
addiction. You know, one of those programs to try and catch 
kids early.” 


“I know the sort,” he says softly or something that must 
pass as soft in his gruff voice. 


“You know what? Just let me clean this up quickly and then 
we can let Lava in. He’s going crazy out there.” 


Markus nods, unable to deny that the dog is eager to get in 
and help in any way he can. His panting has turned stressed 
and breathy, a whine beneath that breaks my heart. 


“TIl go and keep him company,” Markus says. “I’m guessing 
he hates vacuum cleaners like any healthy dog.” 


I laugh. “Yeah, they’re the devil as far as he’s concerned.” 


We share a smile - I smile, he smirks - and then he strides 
across the room and all at once Lava’s stressed-out whines 
become happy panting noises. I catch a glimpse of him 
jumping up on Markus before the door closes behind them. 


I switch on the vacuum cleaner, happy to let the loud 
whirring noise blot out my thoughts. 


I push and pull it over the glass graveyard, doing it several 
times to make sure that no sneaky small pieces can hide 
anywhere. 


The insane urge to climb out of the window and flee this 
house, this conversation, this town comes surging over me. 
I haven’t even told Jackie the whole extent of what 
happened to me out west. She knows that I was running 
away from something bad, but not the specifics. 


Am I really going to tell a complete stranger? 


Stop calling him a stranger, an instinct screams inside of 
me. He’s the future father of your children, your future 
husband if you’re lucky. He’s the man of your dreams. 


I bite down for a moment, trying to battle those thoughts 
away. They’re so pie-in-the-sky, so insane, so just... ugh. I 
imagine voicing them to Markus and envision how he’d 
react, and in my imaginings, it’s never pretty. 


I finish the vacuum cleaning and double-check the floor, and 
then stow it in the corner. 


“Okay,” I call. “All done.” 


Markus walks into the room, frowning at the window, where 
snowflakes bluster in through the curtains. 


“We’re going to need to sort that out,” he mutters. 
“TIl call someone,” I say. 


“I can take care of it if you want,” he replies. “Just need to 
go into town to get some supplies. For tonight we can board 
it up. Do you have any tools?” 


“In the basement, I think. Jackie’s ex-husband left some 
behind.” 


“That’ll work.” 


Lava comes barreling over to me when Markus turns back 
into the hallway, his tongue hanging out as he leaps up at 
me, checking that I’m safe. Once he’s made sure that I am, 
he starts sniffing around. I watch him anxiously, waiting for 
any sign that he’s stepped on any glass. 


A minute later, Markus returns with a few sheets of 
cardboard and some duct tape. 


“All I could find,” he says, with a shrug. “It’ll look prettier 
tomorrow when the town’s open. So this guy came to talk 
you to about drugs...” 


I sit down, watching Markus work, imagining that he’s 
fixing up a baby’s room in our house instead of patching up 
a window shattered by a brick in my friend’s house. I start 
to tell myself to stop it, but then I realize that might be 
making it worse, all this self-denial just erupting in defiance. 


So I just let the heart soothing vignettes move through me, 
assuring myself that they’re just fantasies and will remain 
just fantasies. I never have to voice them. I never have to 
face the rejection. 


“Yes,” I say, after a pause. “His name was Finn Marston. 
Well, is Finn Marston. He gave us this speech about 
gateway drugs, stuff like that, basically telling us to keep 
clean. But the whole time I felt like he was staring at me. I 
was a nervous kid, pretty paranoid and self-conscious, I 
guess you could say. So it wasn’t unusual for me to think I 
was being singled out. But he kept staring. 


“Anyway, he left, and that’s when my life started to get 
really weird. Every few months, somebody would leave 
messages under my pillow. J know what you’ve done. Stuff 
like that, always accusing me of this mysterious thing. I 
swear to God, Markus, I had no idea—I have no idea what 


he was talking about. That was it for a few years, just those 
messages.” 


Markus turns, placing the duct tape on the counter, the 
cardboard billowing but holding where he’s overlapped it. 


“That would fuck with any kid’s head,” he says, walking 
over to me, reaching down and giving Lava a stroke before 
taking the seat next to me. He pulls it up so we're sitting 
close together. “ You don’t have to downplay it.” 


I take his hand, squeezing onto it for comfort. 


“Well, yeah, it did,” I admit. “It was horrible. It was hell. But 
as I got older, things got even creepier. Some of the notes 
told me to meet him at certain times and places, and I 
always ignored them. Then he started leaving rats in my 
locker at school. Things in my book bag. He stabbed my 
bike tires four or five times until I just gave up and never 
rode my bike again.” 


A light flashes in Markus’ eyes. I imagine him thinking, So 
he has a history of tire-stabbing. 


“Things got even worse when I moved out,” I go on. “Bricks 
through the window, just like now. Setting fire to my mail. 
He even planted drugs once in my apartment and had the 
police show up. Luckily I told them my story and they 
believed me, and they let me off with a warning. I moved. 
He did the same. I don’t know how the heck he does it, 
always breaking in like that, never being seen. When I was 
a kid I used to think he was a vampire or something. But 
now I know he’s just a sick freak.” 


I can’t keep the acid out of my voice. Markus reaches across 
and thumbs a tear from my cheek, one I didn’t even know 
I’d shed. 


“Tt’s okay,” Markus whispers softly. “I’m here, Millie.” 


“The worst part is never knowing why,” I tell him. “He just 
walked in one day and got this crazy obsession with me.” 


“Some people are just evil,” Markus murmurs, but he 
doesn’t sound convinced. “I can look into it. I’ve got some 
contacts who should be able to track him, to see if he’s 
stayed in your old city or moved out here. I’ll need a list, 
everything you can think of. Name of your orphanage, your 
old high school, your apartments, things like that. It’ll help 
build a picture.” 


“Why are you doing this?” 
He leans in, a smoldering in his eyes. “Because I—” 


The door slams open and Jackie rushes in, shivering from 
the cold. She stares at us for a moment and then at the 
boarded-up window, and back again. 


“What the hell happened in here?” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


M arkus 


I wake with Lava draped over my feet, the couch sagging 
and whining beneath me as I sit up, rubbing at my eyes. 
The sun has yet to rise and the world is dark, Lava shifting 
and glancing at me as though annoyed at me for moving so 
soon. 


It’s not even six, his eyes say accusingly. What the hell is 
wrong with you? 


“Sorry, boy,” I whisper, giving him a light rub on the head. 
“Go back to sleep. It’s okay.” 


I stand up and stretch my arms up over my head, rolling my 
shoulders, tilting my head from side to side to loosen up my 
neck. 


I’ve slept in far worse places than Jackie and Millie’s living 
room, that’s for sure. 


I wander into the kitchen, making sure that my DIY solution 
to the window has stayed in place. 


Last night returns to me in shades of unreality as I stand 
there, remembering Jackie coming home and cutting off 
what I was going to tell Millie. After that, I told them that I’d 
stay to keep them safe, and my chest swelled when Millie 
leaped at the offer, all fiery, with that spark in her eyes that 
goes straight to my soul. 


Then I called up my ex-SEAL contacts, a few of whom work 
in law enforcement now, and I fed them all the information 
Millie could give me about this Finn Marston motherfucker. 


Now it’s just a matter of staying vigilant in case the bastard 
shows up again. 


And protect Millie. 
Because I’d never let anything happen to her. 


All last night my dreams were a frenetic rush of her, the 
taste of her on my lips, the way she shivered when she hit 
her release, my engorged seed-swollen manhood pushing 
apart those pink lips and grinding deeply inside, watching 
as she shivered and took every last inch. 


And then on - dreaming - seeing us standing together 
outside of our first home. 


Sharing a smile over our child’s first word. 


Millie beaming proudly in her chef’s uniform, standing in a 
shining metal kitchen, and then grabbing her hips through 
the pleated black of her chef’s pants and lifting her onto the 
counter, grinding, claiming, owning. 


Several times last night the urge to grab my rock hard 
manhood came to me, but I fought it fiercely, unwilling to 
give in to the urge. 


My seed belongs inside of her. 


Nowhere else. 


I return to the living room, moving quietly through the 
shadows and the semidarkness, used to the low light and 
the soundlessness from my time in the military. 


I sit down next to Lava and let him rest his head on my leg, 
his tail wagging sleepily before becoming still like the rest 
of him. 


I need to tell her how I feel, how I see our future together. 
Otherwise, I’m just wasting our damn time. 


But what if she laughs? What if she runs? 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


M illie 


I sit in the passenger seat of Markus’ Chevy, my waitress’ 
uniform feeling like it clings far too close to my body. I 
glance at him and then out of the window, and then back 
again, trying to detect any hint of distaste in his expression 
from my uniform. 


After last night, you really think he doesn’t want you? 


I try to clutch firmly onto the delirious pleasure of last 
night, his mouth a contained fire between my thighs, 
pleasing, attacking, making me feel things I’d only ever 
read about before. 


I woke this morning with the firm conviction that I would 
tell him the truth before things got too far before it 
becomes this huge unsaid thing hanging between us like a 
scythe ready to drop. 


But as we drive through the forest, all I can really hear is 
the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears. 


It’s a small thing, I try to tell myself. 


Compared with everything else going on - Lava being let 
out, the window, the car, Finn - it’s not worth stressing 
about. 


But that doesn’t stop me from bringing my hand to my face 
with the intention of worrying at my already-gnawed 
fingernails, an ugly habit I’ve tried to kill more times than I 
can count. 


Markus glances over at me and I quickly let my hand drop. 
“Sorry,” I mutter. 
“You don’t have to apologize,” he says. 


Behind him, nature moves by, the trees standing like prickly 
soldiers waiting for their orders. Markus wears the same 
shirt from last night, his suit jacket in the back seat, his 
body like solid oak beneath the thin material. 


“What’s on your mind, Millie?” he asks a moment later. 
I force a laugh. “Apart from the obvious?” 

He smirks. 

One day Ill get you to smile for real, Markus. 


“Yeah,” he says. “You were going to tell me something last 
night before we were interrupted.” 


I almost shoot back that the same could be said for him. 
Before Jackie walked in, when his expression became an 
intense inferno, I’m certain he was going to say something 
important. 


But he’s talking about the first time when we were upstairs 
before the brick shattered our conversation. 


My hand once again strays toward my mouth as though it 
has a freaking mind of its own. I remember when the notes 


first started arriving, how the habit began to grow within 
me, this need to control something, anything. It was a small 
thing, gnawing crazily at my nails, but at least J chose when 
and how it happened. 


I forcibly place my hands in my lap, gripping them together. 
“Maybe you should pull over,” I murmur. 


He glides the car to the side of the road, over the ice and 
the crunchy leaves, and then brings it to a stop. The engine 
continues to purr, the heating blasting us, turning my 
cheeks red. 


Or maybe that has something to do with the words trying to 
choke their way up my throat. 


“I guess this is a weekend of telling strangers things I’ve 
never told anyone before, huh?” I murmur. 


He flinches, his green eyes becoming a darker shade, a 
Nordic deep-sea green, a faraway shimmer. 


“Ts that what we are?” he growls. “Strangers?” 
No. 
“Well, we only just met,” I murmur. 


He smirks, tilting his head at me appraisingly. “You can 
‘know’ somebody for years, decades, and not truly know a 
thing about them. I feel like I know you way better than 
most other people in my life. If that makes me crazy, fine, 
maybe I’m a goddamn madman.” 


I draw in a sharp, stunned, the passion of his words 
triggering something deep inside of me. 


He grins like a wolf, more a baring of his teeth. 


“Pm not much good at this emotional stuff,” he goes on. 
“But when I laid eyes on you, I fucking knew I had to have 
you—not just your body, Millie. I knew I had to have all of 
you. Your body, your soul, your life, your womb. Do you hear 
me? Your fucking womb.” 


The words rush out of him. He’s like a man possessed, 
leaning in closer as his muscles pulse and swell in the 
confines of his shirt. His eyes blaze into me and his jaw 
tightens, filled with tension. 


Every part of him looks like it could erupt at any second. 


“Yeah,” he goes on with a growl. “There is it. It’s out there. 
As crazy as it is, the second I saw you I knew you were 
going to be the mother of my children. I knew that I was 
going to claim you. I knew I’d turn into a full fucking beast if 
anybody else ever tried to take you from me. Do you 
understand now? Do you see? You’re mine. You fucking 
belong to me.” 


He darts his hand out, clamping it down on my thigh. 


I shiver and let out a panting pleasure-filled breath, biting 
my lip as I look down at his strong big mitt on my leg, and 
then up into the twin stars of his eyes, fiery, alight, focused 
on me and nothing else. 


The forest, the town, the world drifts away as he stares at 
me. 


“You’re mine,” he says. “I’m claiming you. Your gorgeous 
hair and your cute-as-fuck face, those pouty lips, your curvy 
body, your cooking skills, your sassiness, your shyness, 
everything you are, or will ever be, belongs to me. That’s 
what I thought the second I saw you. So no, Millie, I can’t 
consider us strangers. I don’t care about how long it’s been. 
I don’t care about reason. All I care about is my instincts, 


and every single one is telling me that you’re the woman for 
me, the only woman.” 


His lips are on mine in a blink. It’s like our bodies were just 
waiting for the contact, my hands gliding up his solid arms 
and through his silver-flecked hair, his tongue finding mine 
as we open our mouths. 


I moan through our kiss and he makes a carnal growling 
noise, the vibration of it moving through me, down my neck, 
and into my body. 


“You’re so damn beautiful,” he says, holding his lips next to 
mine, our eyes staring directly into each other. 


“T thought it was just me,” I gasp. 
“What?” 


“All that stuff you said—about wanting to have kids 
together, about just knowing we were meant to be together. 
It’s crazy, Markus. I’ve had the same thoughts. Oh, God, the 
same instincts. But I thought it was just me.” 


He leans back, eyes wide with shock. “Jesus, that’s insane,” 
he murmurs. “ You have? You really fucking have?” 


“Yes,” I exclaim, glee bubbling in my voice. 


Suddenly I feel as if I could leap from the car and fly into 
the snowy sky, darting between the clouds, nothing holding 
me down. 


But then I remember Finn. 
And then I remember it. 


“What, Millie?” Markus says, taking my hands in his. “This is 
good. This is better than good. I’m no poet. But this just 
feels ... right. Correct. Like it was meant to happen. 
Goddamn, now you’ve got me believing in fate.” 


“I know, I feel the same,” I whisper, squeezing onto his 
hands as though that means I don’t have to say it, to shatter 
this moment like the brick that shattered the window. 


“Then what’s there to pout about, eh?” 
“Hey, who said I was pouting?” 
I punch him playfully in the arm. 


“You need to learn some better technique,” he teases. “That 
felt like a damn fly landing on my arm.” 


I mock glare at him, suddenly filled with light, air, and glee. 
I don’t know how he does this to me, but his words have got 
me feeling like anything’s possible. 


He’s claiming me. 

And it feels so good to be claimed. 

“Maybe you can teach me,” I banter. 

“What, give you tips on how to beat me up?” 


I giggle, making to slap him again. He catches my hand at 
the wrist and then crushes me with his lips, still wet and 
tingling from before, and yet eager to taste him again, to 
feel the desire growing beneath his hard muscled surface. 


“Wait,” he says, breaking off the kiss with an effort. “ You 
had something to tell me, didn’t you?” 


“Yeah, and you rudely interrupted,” I tease, both of us 
laughing because it’s all in good fun. “I guess that’s a theme 
with us, being interrupted.” 


He chuckles. “It’s starting to feel that way. So you better tell 
me what you were going to say before a tree falls on the car 
or a snowman comes to life and starts attacking us.” 


“What?” I giggle. 


He smirks. “Well, who knows what the world’s gonna throw 
at us this time?” 


I lean back, as though I’m getting ready to throw the car 
door open and sprint away. 


Part of me wants to just keep it a secret, but surely it’s 
going to come out later down the road, especially now that I 
know he feels the same as me. 


“Markus, I’m a—” 

I cut off, drawing in a shuddering breath. 

This is harder than I thought it’d be. 

“What, Millie?” he urges. “You can tell me anything.” 
I blurt it out, quickly, before my nerve deserts me. 


“TIm a virgin.” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


M arkus 


Fate really must be messing with us because the second 
those words come out of her mouth, her cellphone starts to 
blare. 


She sighs and snatches it out of her pocket, glances at the 
screen, and then shoots me a look of apology. 


“Its my boss, I’ve got to take it,” she says. 
I nod shortly, finding it difficult to form words. 


It’s easier to just look at her, hair tied back in a ponytail, 
looking fierce and beautiful and maternal all at once. Her 
body is a downright meal in that waitress’s uniform, her 
curves imprisoned, begging to be set free and worshiped ... 
with my hand, my tongue, the engorged head of my 
manhood. 


Everything, I'll give her everything. 


“What?” she snaps. “No... I didn’t. Garry, listen to me, why 
the heck would I do that? Yeah, I’m on my way now.” 


“What is it?” I ask. 


She tightens her hand around her cellphone so hard her 
knuckles turn white and then begins to shake, a scream 
starting quietly and then reaching a crescendo when she 
finally lets it out. 


“Ah,” she snaps, thumping the dashboard. 


“Millie, what’s wrong?” I say, catching her hand before she 
can hit it again and hurt herself. 


“That mother-” she whispers, shaking her head and staring 
into the woods. 


I’m a virgin. 


Her words bounce around my mind, but yet again an 
interruption makes it impossible for us to explore right 
away. I’m starting to think somebody up there is having one 
hell of a laugh at our expense. 


“We need to get into town,” she says. 


I guide the car onto the road, driving as quickly as I can 
while still being safe. 


“Do you want to tell me what happened?” I ask. 


“You'll see in a second,” she sighs. “God, this is so 
embarrassing.” 


She won’t look at me, I note, and I wonder if that has 
anything to do with whatever’s happened at work or her 
revelation before the phone call. She gnaws at her 
thumbnail, adding to the shift in her scent, the change in 
the quality of light in her eyes... all the thousand things 
that make her her twisting with anxiety and something else, 
a notion of fear beneath it all. 


“TIl protect you,” I tell her. 


She glances at me, briefly, but then turns away as though 
the eye contact is painful. “Thank you,” she says. “But I’m 
not sure you can, not from this.” 


I drive us through town, getting closer to the diner. 


A crowd is gathered in the parking lot, the cars pulled up at 
unnatural angles, as though arranged around a crime 
scene. It’s like I can hear the increase in Millie’s heartbeat 
the closer we come to the gathering, synchronized with the 
way She taps her knee with her free hand, the one that’s 
not cradled close to her face. 


“Okay, this is it,” she sighs. “My big freaking moment.” 
“T’m right behind you,” I tell her. 


We step from the car together, several of the townspeople 
turning to glance at Millie as she approaches. A couple of 
women turn their noses up at her, and I see one elderly 
man turn and whisper something in a sailor’s ear. 


A hush falls over the crowd when we get to the front, 
looking down at the display. 


Shattered glass, but much more than was in Jackie’s house. 
There’s more then one window worth of it sprinkled over 
the parking lot like grit, with the snow swept away to make 
room for it. The glass has been covered in red spray paint, 
outlining the words that it spells. 


Millie Green, the paint-covered glass reads. 
I glance over at the diner, confirming my suspicions. 


All the windows have been shattered, scraped free of their 
glass. He must’ve done it in the middle of the night. 


This bastard is obsessed. 


A man comes walking over. He’s got a mop of gray hair with 
a bald spot in the middle, and he grunts and grumbles as he 
walks, leaning on a cane that’s constantly trying to slip out 
from underneath him. He has the mean sort of eyes I 
recognize from wannabe tough guys over the years. 


“Garry, this wasn’t me,” Millie says. 


“Then who was it?” the man grumbles, glancing at me 
briefly, standing protectively at her shoulder, before turning 
fully to her. “Because it looks pretty suspicious, don’t it, 
seeing as it’s your name? Do you have any idea how much 
this mess is gonna cost?” 


“I don’t know,” Millie whispers. 


“You don’t know?” her boss says, gesturing with his free 
hand as though he’s going to grab at her. 


I step forward, only slightly, and shake my head at him in a 
subtle way. His eyes flit to me and he recoils, as though he’s 
realized he’s in a cage with a wild jaguar. I don’t want to 
hurt this man - bullying has never appealed to me - but the 
idea of him laying his hands on my woman makes me sick. 


“Your name’s written in glass and paint, I’m out of business 
for a whole goddamn day, and you’ve got no explanation for 
me?” 


I glance at Millie, wondering if she’ll tell him about Finn. I 
won't blame her if she doesn’t. But I’m ready to accept 
whatever she decides. 


“No,” Millie says. “I’m sorry, Garry. Really. Are you going to 
fire me?” 


“You haven’t put me in a great position here,” he huffs. “In 
any case, you ain’t working today. I’ll call you, alright?” 


He turns without waiting for a response. 


Millie lets out a shaky sigh and turns, looking around at all 
the Stone Harbor folk, many of them blatantly watching. I 
realize what she’s doing after a moment. 


Searching the crowd for any sign of this Finn Marston 
bastard. 


I stay close to her, ready to spring into action the second 
she aims her finger at somebody and says him. 


She turns to me, shaking her head subtly. 
“Wanna get out of here?” I say. 
She smiles slightly. “Yeah, I thought you’d never ask.” 


I reach down and take her hand, not caring if they want to 
gape. Let them look. She’s my woman and I’m not ashamed 
of it. l'Il never shy away from staying loyal to her, from 
letting her know she doesn’t have to go through life alone. 


She flinches, and for a terror-filled second I know I’ve made 
a mistake. 


But then her smile widens and she gives my hand a 
squeeze. 


“T thought I overstepped the mark back there,” I say, my 
voice gruff, maybe a little defensive. “Holding your hand, I 
mean.” 


We walk toward my Chevy, hand in hand, like a real 
goddamn couple. 


I’ve known her less than a week. 
And I don’t care. 


I don’t give a single solitary fuck. 


“No, it’s not that,” she says, climbing into the car next to 
me. “It’s just I was starting to wonder if you’d even want to 
be with me still, I guess.” 


“Because of the virgin thing?” 
She swivels on me, giving me a no-shit look. 


I chuckle. “Fair enough. But you need to know that you 
being a virgin only makes me want you more.” 


“Really?” she whispers. 


“Really,” I snarl. “Now I get to claim you, just for me. Now 
my jealous possessive ass knows that nobody else has ever 
touched you.” 


“I must be all kinds of messed up,” she says, her cheeks 
flaming red as she reaches across and places her hand on 
my arm. 


“What do you mean?” 


“Well jealous and possessive are supposed to be bad traits, 
right? But when you say it, I don’t know, I get all tingly and 
warm.” 


I growl like a savage, like any second I’m going to go full 
werewolf and strain at my skin, sprout fangs and goddamn 
horns and God knows what else. I’ve never felt my life 
essence surging so close to the surface of my being before, 
ready to erupt and blaze through me, ready to dominate me 
like I want - need - to dominate my woman. 


“Can we get out of here?” Millie whispers, waving a hand at 
the parking lot. 


I start the engine and back us out of the lot, driving down 
Main Street, meaning to head through the forest and back 
toward Jackie’s house. 


“Where are you going?” she asks. 


I listen to the uncertainty in her voice, sense that she’s not 
quite ready to go home yet. Then I turn to the car to the 
side of the road, beneath the spiky pine leaves. 


“Where do you want to go?” I ask. 


She wrings her hands together. “I don’t know,” she 
murmurs. “I want to—you know. But I don’t know if I’m 
ready.” 


“T can wait,” I say, though there’s a choked, carnal quality to 
my voice. 


“Really?” she murmurs. 


“Really,” I say with an effort, my seed swelling and surging 
inside of me, roaring at me to tell her that until I’m buried 
balls deep inside of her I’m going to be a madman. 


But that’s not fair. She’s my woman, all of her, and no part 
of me would ever want to pressure her into something. 


“T will be,” she says. “Maybe soon. Just not...” 
“Right now,” I finish. 
She nods. 


“Okay,” I say. “So where do you want to go? Anywhere, 
Millie, anywhere you damn want.” 


“Anywhere?” she giggles, shaking her head. “I think you 
might be pushing the limits of that word.” 


“Nope,” I smirk. “For you, I’d drive to the North Pole and 
hijack Santa’s sleigh if that’s what it took, and then I’d bend 
you over it and strip you naked, keeping you nice and warm 
with my hands all over those thick gorgeous legs.” 


“Thick,” she repeats, her tone unreadable. It reminds me of 
the ways she spoke when I gifted her with the chocolates. 


“Thick,” I snarl passionately, placing my hand on her juicy- 
as-fuck thigh and slide it up her leg because even if she’s 
not ready for my engorged manhood, she’s not going to 
stop me getting a feel of her delicious flesh. 


“Do you think we can go for a walk?” she moans, putting 
her hand atop mine as if she’s fighting between letting me 
Slide up all the way and stopping me. 


“Here? Now?” 
“Do you mind?” 


I climb from the car and walk around, warmth firing in my 
chest when she laughs at the ostentatious way I open the 
door for her, as though I’m her personal valet. 


“Your wish is my command,” I say, acting sillier than I have 
since... 


Shit, since I was a kid, probably. 
“What a gentleman,” she teases. 
But we both know that’s the biggest joke of all. 


I’m the furthest goddamn thing from a gentleman. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


M illie 


We walk for a minute or so in quiet, the only noise the light 
wind around us, rustling the trees, the branches swaying. 
The snow has stopped and a comfortable peace has fallen 
over the forest as we walk, without destination, the air 
pricking my cheeks coolly. 


“Maybe I didn’t think this whole go-for-a-walk thing 
through,” I murmur, shivering as the wind tickles the back 
of my neck. 


Markus takes off his jacket, which he had the foresight to 
go back for before we started in earnest. He drapes it over 
my shoulders and then leans down, kissing the top of my 
head softly, a different tingle altogether moving over me 
now. 


Back in the car, I wanted to let his hand slide further up my 
thigh, press between my legs, let my lust unleash, and not 
live so perpetually in my head all the time. 


After what happened last night and in the parking lot, 
sinking sinfully into Markus would make it all go away. 


But the word thick kept stabbing into my mind. 


“What’s wrong, Millie?” he says, brushing his lips down my 
face, close to my ear. 


“Apart from the obvious?” I sass. 


“Something happened in the car,” he murmurs. “Did I say 
something?” 


I lean back - his arms around me, solid oak holding me up - 
and search his face for any sign that he’s playing me. 


He called me thick. Did he mean it as a good thing? 
“Look at me,” I murmur. 

He smirks slightly, eyes skirting up and down my body. 
“Okay, I’m looking.” 

“What do you see?” 

“Ts this a trick?” 

“No... well, maybe.” 


“I see my woman,” he growls, sliding his hands down to my 
hips, grabbing possessively. “I see the answer to a question 
I never asked, not once, never even thought to ask.” 


“Okay, fine,” I murmur, blushing fiercely. “But I’m guessing 
you’d agree I’m not conventionally attractive, right?” 


He narrows his eyes, eyebrows furrowing. 
“Millie, you’re the most attractive woman I’ve ever seen.” 


I spin away from him, letting out a strangled breath, all the 
craziness of the past few days - the past few years - coming 
out. 


“Millie, what is it?” 


I wheel on him, a voice within telling me that I’m being self- 
centered, that there are bigger things going on right now 
than my self-image. But it’s always there, whispering at the 
edge of everything I do. 


“I’m fat, Markus,” I spit. 


His mouth opens and he stares at me, shaking his head 
slowly. 


“You better be fucking joking,” he snarls. 
“W-what?” I whimper. 


“I said,” he growls, “that you better be fucking joking. What 
insane bullshit is this? No, Millie, you’re not stick thin. You 
don’t have a six-pack. You’re not built like a ballerina. No, 
you’re not like the models on the billboards and the 
actresses on TV. No, okay, you’re none of that. But to call 
yourself fat, to label those mind-fucking curves like that—to 
discredit yourself like that, to not realize how downright 
beautiful you are...” 


He turns away, fists clenched, body trembling. 


I watch, heart hammering in my chest like it’s going to 
choke me. 


He’s so convincing. 


An unfair thought—a reflex. He’s convincing because he’s 
being honest and sincere, I tell myself. 


I approach slowly, hand outstretched, his suit jacket 
weighing down on me with security. 


“You’ve got curves,” he says quietly, glancing over at me, his 
eyes drinking me in. “ You’re full figured. You look like a lady 
who’s not afraid of a meal and that’s so damn attractive. 
I’ve never liked this craze we have these days, these ... I 


don’t know what you’d call them, unobtainable ideals? Shit, 
I’m no philosopher. You’re not fat. Your figure drives me 
fucking feral. The point is, Millie, that there’s no woman in 
this world I find sexier than you. Surely you know that by 
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now. 


He reaches out and slides his hand from my shoulder, down 
the side of my breast, over my belly, and to my hip. 


“Every inch of you is made to drive me insane,” he snarls. 
“If you can do me one favor, it’s to never call yourself fat 
again. Because you’re not. Or even if you were, it wouldn’t 
matter. Because you’re beautiful. You’re angelic. You’re 
sinfully fucking sexy. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted ina 
lady.” 


I blink, tears whelming in my eyes and trying to gush down 
my cheeks. 


No, not trying to, I am crying. 


Crazily, selfishly, I’m crying happy tears over his words 
when there’s so much else going on. 


Markus surges toward me, pulls me into him, and cradles 
me to his chest. I bury my face in the manly muskiness of 
his pectorals, letting loose the pain I’ve held in for years, 
gripping into his sides and feeling the rock hard surface of 
his muscles beneath his shirt. 


Trembling, unleashing, I cry and cry until I have no more 
tears left to give. 


“T never thought anybody would say that to me before,” I 
whisper. 


He lifts the hem of his shirt, using it to wipe my tears away, 
revealing a tempting sliver of muscled skin, a V-shape of 
flesh leading down his pants toward his manhood. 


“Well, get used to it,” he smirks. “I find it hard to envision a 
day TIl stop telling you you’re beautiful.” 


“I thought you were going to punch a tree or something 
then,” I say, giggling past the tears. “You got so angry.” 


“Hmm,” he murmurs. 

“Hmm?” I banter. “What is it? What aren’t you telling me?” 
“Shall we walk?” 

“Sure, if we talk too. Deal?” 


He glowers for a moment, looking like the beast he has 
come to be known as around town. But then his eyes settle 
on me and he nods shortly. 


“For you, Millie,” he sighs. “Yeah, we can talk.” 


I loop my arm into his, a rush of confidence comes from 
seemingly nowhere and barrels right into me. 


It might have something to do with how he looked at me 
when he got angry at me calling myself the F-word, as 
though the very notion was absurd. 


We walk through the snowscape of the forest, pine and 
snow and ice crunching beneath our feet, settling coolly on 
the back of my neck so that I shrug his weighty jacket up 
higher. He smooths his hand over my shoulder and pulls me 
close to him, walking, sinking into each other as though any 
moment we could just disappear into our own private 
world. 


“Whoah,” I murmur when the trees break and open onto a 
clearing, Crystal Lake living up to its name as it blinks in 
the sunlight. 


“Whoah is damn right,” Markus says. 


Trees border it on all sides, so that it seems like a secret, as 
though the only way to find your here is by accident. 


“T’ve heard people talk about Crystal Lake, but I’ve never 
actually been here,” I murmur, as we descend the short 
decline and stop at the edge. “It’s beautiful.” 


I turn to face Markus, his forest colored eyes fixated on the 
winking icy light, as though he’s seeing things that I 
couldn’t even guess at. 


“Where are you, Markus?” I ask. 


He smirks tightly, and then grabs me and spins me closer to 
him, a dancer’s pirouette that has me feeling crazily 
graceful. 


Our bodies crash together and he leans down, claiming my 
lips with his, rough and just-him, our tongues magnetized to 
each other, to taste and feel the tingling points of pleasure 
dancing up and down my mouth. 


“Right here,” he snarls. 


I place my hand on his chest, panting, my breath causing 
puffs of fog to rise into the air. “Okay, smarty pants. What 
were you thinking about? You know, you still haven’t told 
me why you went all werewolf at the F-word.” 


“Maybe it’s as simple as me not wanting you to think that— 
ever. Because it’s not fucking true.” 


“Hmm,” I say, teasing him. 


He chuckles grimly and his hands snake up my sides, 
finding my ticklish spots. 


I mock glare at him. “Don’t you dare,” I tell him. 


“Or what?” 


“Or—or lIl never kiss you again,” I banter, knowing it’s not 
true, could never be true. 


He sucks in the winter air. “Damn, Millie, you drive a hard 
bargain,” he says. “But here’s the thing ... I don’t believe 
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you. 


I squeal in delight and shock as his tickling hands find the 
spots that usualy bring me the most savage self- 
consciousness. My curvy hips, the spots between my breasts 
and my belly, and yet when he touches me I feel something 
beneath the whispering doubt. 


I feel... 
Sexy as a freaking queen. 


“Okay, okay,” I gasp, squeezing onto the solid mass of his 
chest muscles. 


He stops, smirking, cocky and so handsome I could shed an 
icy tear. 


“You shouldn’t look so damn cute when you're being 
tickled,” he growls. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to resist 
now.” 


“You better,” I say, as we break off our embrace and hold 
hands, walking around the edge of Crystal Lake. “Out here, 
it sort of feels like Stone Harbor doesn’t exist, doesn’t it?” 


“I know what you mean,” he agrees. “It’s good to forget 
sometimes.” 


“That doesn’t mean you’re off the hook, though.” 
“Hmm?” he banters, cocking his head. 


“There’s more to the story,” I say. “I can tell.” 


“Millie, if that’s true, then you can read me better than 
anyone on this planet.” 


“Well, isn’t that fitting?” I sass. “If I’m going to be the 
mother of your children, I’ll need to keep you on your toes, 
right?” 


Light swims into his eyes and I feel his body flame, a 
combustible heat moving through him as he leans down and 
our lips lovingly rush to meet each other, my hands snaking 
up around his shoulders. 


I moan - muffled - through the kiss when he picks me up, 
my legs wrapping around him naturally, feeling like those 
airy girls in high school, being carried through the 
corridors as though they’re made of clouds. 


But better, because they never had Markus freaking 
McCabe. 


I sink deeper into the kiss, grinding against him, heart 
hammering deep in my soul as something feral tries to 
unleash inside of me. My womb batters down the walls of 
my anxiety, screaming at me to strip him here, take him 
now in the snow, sit on his fiery length until he shoots a 
river of lava hot seed inside of me. 


“Markus,” I gasp, when we pause the kiss, staring into each 
other’s eyes. “You can tell me anything.” 


“T’ve never talked about it before,” he says gruffly. “Well, 
except with Johnny. He’s my uncle. He raised me after...” 


“After what?” I murmur, the destruction of my home 
returning to me in vivid shades of memory, the door 
collapsing inward and the fireman striding in. 


My mom, my dad. 
All gone. 


He sighs and places me down, and together we turn and 
look once more at the glittering lake, a thousand points of 
winking light, ten thousand, a freaking million it seems like. 
There’s a whole pale night’s sky hidden beneath the film of 
crusty ice. 


“T don’t know how the fuck you do this to me,” he says, jaw 
working as though trying to banish some years long pain. 


And failing. 


“But maybe you ought to know just what you’re getting 
yourself into.” 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


M arkus 


I stuff my hands in my pockets, feeling Millie’s patient gaze 
on me as I focus on the lake. Something about nature has 
always been able to calm me, to quiet the demons that 
growl and bark from the eaves of my consciousness. 


“You asked why I got so angry when you called yourself ... 
that,” I murmur. 


“Yeah,” she says, placing her hand on my arm, seeming 
impossibly warm against the contrasting cold of the lake. 


Her cuteness is like an eruption as she stands there in my 
jacket, her face ruddy from the cold, a few wisps of her hair 
coming loose and blowing around her face. 


“When I was a kid, my mom was anorexic, and - well - my 
dad encouraged it. I was too young to know what was going 
on, but all I remember is she was thin, too thin, and my dad 
would always call her fat, always belittle her. He was an evil 
motherfucker. I see that now. But when you're a kid...” 


“You don’t know any better,” she murmurs. 


I sigh. “Exactly.” 


We pause, and then silently agree to walk a short circuit of 
the lake. She reaches across and interlocks her fingers with 
mine, squeezing supportively. I squeeze on even harder, 
hungrily taking her warmth, her closeness, her goddamn 
essence, not that I ever thought I’d be thinking such a 
thing. 


“This went on for years and shit got really bad,” I go on. “I 
guess that’s why you made me so angry back there. Not just 
because you’re beautiful, which you are ... but because I 
don’t want you thinking that you’re not. I saw firsthand the 
damage that can do to a person. And then one day my mom 
left. She found a man who didn’t abuse her and she went to 
live overseas. I only found out recently that she lives in 
Australia and has a new life there, a husband and a piece of 
land they own and work on together. Johnny told me.” 


“Have you spoken to her?” Millie asks. 


I wince because I knew she might ask that. And I know I 
haven’t got the answer she probably wants to hear. 


“No,” I tell her. “It’s been three decades, Millie.” 


“It’s never too late,” she says fiercely. “I know if I had the 
chance to talk to my parents again...” 


“I know,” I say quietly. “I guess life is complicated 
sometimes.” 


“It is,” she agrees. “But maybe one day you can give her a 
call and just be like, ‘Hey Mom, no hard feelings.” 


I laugh gruffly when she imitates my voice, over the top, 
deep and growly. 


I spin her into my embrace, where she belongs, where she 
can never stray away from for too damn long. Because it 


hurts, not holding this woman, this maternal beautiful sexy 
just-mine goddess. 


“That’s not how I sound, for the record,” I tell her. 
“T don’t know,” she giggles. “I think I got it pretty spot on.” 


I taste her lips again, an addiction I never want to quit, and 
then run my mouth down to her neck, kissing, biting softly, 
my manhood filled with so much tension I can almost feel 
her soaked wet slit grasping onto it, the way she’ll shiver 
and pulse with our pleasure ... 


I listen to the way she moans now, rising carefree into the 
air, as though we can forget about the pain, forget about 
everything that doesn’t involve each other. 


“Markus,” she gasps. “Not here.” 


I pull myself away with an effort, my head swimming with 
naked vignettes of her. 


“Thank God you said that,” I snarl. “It’s so easy to lose 
control with you.” 


“What happened to your dad when your mom left?” 
“Ts this your idea of dirty talk?” I banter. 


“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” she says 
softly. 


I shrug. “It’s nothing out of the ordinary. People have gone 
through worse. Hell, you’ve gone through worse. Mom left 
and then Dad left, the cliché of going out to buy cigarettes 
one day and then just not coming back. Except he was 
going out to buy orange juice, so at least the motherfucker 
mixed it up a bit. I heard from Johnny later that he got 
mixed up with some bad folks and ended up OD’ing in some 
crack den somewhere.” 


I shrug again, as though if I do that enough I can banish all 
this nasty shit. 


“That’s horrible,” she says. “I’m sorry.” 


I make to shrug a third time, and Millie’s hands lash out, 
and clamp down on my shoulders, eyes dancing playfully. 


“That’s horrible,” she repeats forcefully, staring at me with 
more meaning than a near-stranger should be able to 
communicate. 


But that’s the thing. 


Millie’s not a stranger and she never has been, never could 
be. 


She’s my woman. 
Mine. 


I let out a shaky breath. “Yeah,” I agree. “It’s fucking 
horrible. Life can be like that sometimes. But if you’re 
expecting waterworks, you’re with the wrong man.” 


She wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly, laying 
her head against my chest. For half a second I’m stunned, 
but then my natural instinct to be close to this woman takes 
over. 


I lift my hands and cradle her shoulders, running a hand 
through her hair, feeling her, treasuring her. 


“Alright, alright,” I laugh after a minute or so of the most 
intense closeness of my life. “I’m done depressing you. 
Since you’re not working today, why don’t we do 
something? Go somewhere?” 


“What did you have in mind?” she asks. 


“Well, I did have an idea,” I tell her. 


“Okay, Mr. Cryptic,” she says. “Care to give me any more 
information?” 


I smirk, glad that we have this dynamic of being able to be 
serious one moment and playful the next. Or maybe it’s 
something else. Maybe it’s that we’re silently agreeing to 
put aside heartache and pain and danger, and fall into the 
safety and security of each other. 


“Nope,” I say. “You'll just have to trust me.” 


“Well, that’s easy,” she whispers. “I already do.” 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


M illie 


“What about this?” I ask, standing in the doorway of the 
kitchen. 


Markus leans over the window, sleeves rolled up, his shirt 
riding up to reveal his hard muscled flesh as he secures the 
final fastening for the new window. We rode back into town 
to get his materials and then came back here to sort it 
before heading out... 


Where? 
For an early dinner date. 
That’s all he’ll tell me. 


“Wear something sexy,” he said as we pulled his car up 
outside Jackie’s place. “That shouldn’t be hard for you.” 


I giggled, slapping at him playfully, trying not to let the 
compliment rush around my head like an intoxicant. But it’s 
downright impossible where he’s concerned. 


Sharing our pasts has only made me feel closer to him like 
there are depths to him that only I’m privileged to. 


He’s like Crystal Lake, frozen on the surface for most 
people ... but plunge beneath the ice and there are deep 
pools of intense light and darkness, a soul just waiting to be 
found and cherished and loved and— 


Loved? Slow down, girlfriend. You don’t want to scare him 
off. 


I clutch onto that voice within, knowing that it’s right, that if 
I were to toss the L-word at him he’d run a mile... and then 
several hundred more. 


Anyway, it’s impossible to love somebody after so short a 
time, right? 


Right? 


He turns to me, pulling me back to the present. His eyes 
widen, moving up and down my body with a conqueror’s 
roving gaze. 


“Jesus Christ, Millie,” he growls. “You look incredible.” 


I went for a dress I bought online a few months ago but 
always secretly thought I’d never have the courage to wear. 
Golden brown and form fitting, it cuts just above my knees 
and shows a dignified amount of cleavage. I have matching 
four inch heels, too, nothing crazy... but still a big deal for 
me. 


“Really?” I say, unable to hide the quiver in my voice. 


“Really,” he growls, turning the screwdriver one more time 
and then climbing down off the stepladder. 


The new window looks shiny and obviously new compared 
to the ones on either side of it. 


Shiny and new, like us. 


He puts the screwdriver down and runs the faucet, washing 
his hands quickly. The house is silent except for the hum of 
the refrigerator and the heater, a light wind outside. 
Jackie’s at work and Lava is staying at the doggy daycare in 
town since Jackie is understandably nervous about leaving 
him alone now. 


“Washing your hands?” I murmur playfully. “Somehow I 
didn’t expect a beast like you to stoop to such a thing. I 
guess you really are a gentleman after all.” 


“Not usually,” he smirks. “But I don’t want to get that dress 
all dirty.” 


I gasp as he surges forward, his hands gripping my hips 
and guiding me into the hallway, dark with only the light 
from the kitchen and living room filtering through. But in 
here, there are no windows, just us, and the intimate 
closeness that explodes between us. 


His lips are on mine, both of us moaning, our tongues 
battling together, as he slides his hand up my bare thigh, 
lifting the hem of my dress and dragging his touch toward 
my sex. 


“Fuck,” he growls, breaking off the kiss and staring at me. 
“Turn around and stick that ass out. I need you to cream 
like that for me, Millie, with those gorgeous hips thrust out 
for me, and that tasty goddamn cream sliding down your 
thick beautiful thighs.” 


Another gasp punches from my throat, even as a voice 
screams inside of me that I’m not ready for the real thing, 
the main event, not yet... and isn’t it unfair, taking and not 
receiving? 


But then all thoughts are blotted when my autopilot of lust 
takes over and I spin around, place my hands against the 
wall and arch my back, and push my hips out and feel the 
wetness of my sex soak into my panties. 


“Fuck, you’re already so wet,” Markus snarls, pushing aside 
any self-consciousness thoughts in that regard. 


I look over my shoulder at him, his black-silver hair dappled 
with sweat and swept to the side, his musky scent 
overwhelming me. His forearms pulse with their ginormous 
muscles as he slides both hands up my thighs and pushes 
up my skirt again, and then grabs my panties and slowly, 
pulls them down. 


“Fuck,” he grunts, pushing up my dress so that it’s 
gathered in bunches just above my ass. 


The bare air pricks at me and in a sizzling, illicit vignette I 
imagine Jackie driving up to the house, opening the door— 
catching us. 


“TIl hear if anybody comes,” Markus says, and I guess I 
shouldn’t be surprised that he can intimate so much about 
me now, that our souls sing to each other even when our 
tongues are silent. 


“Find my hand, Millie,” he snarls. “Take your own pleasure. 
Fucking grind against my palm and get yourself off.” 


I feel my hips twitch before he’s even finished the 
command, as though my sex has a mind of its own, fueled by 
my womb and his words. 


We stare into each other’s eyes as I bring my pussy to his 
waiting hand, my vision shimmering in lust as I begin to 
writhe against him, moving up and down so that my clit 
presses against the firmness of his palm, and then I shift 
down, a little closer... 


“Oh, fuck,” we both say at the same time, mine a moan and 
his a snarl. 


He smirks and I giggle through the lust, and then we drift 
back into the intensity of the lust, his finger sliding into my 
hole as I take the reins and begin to buck up and down on 
his hand, chasing a tight orb of pleasure that dances and 
sears at the end of his finger. 


“Another ... finger,” I gasp, stunned and delighted by the 
forwardness I’m able to summon in these moments. 


He lets out a carnal growl and then offers up another finger 
for me, but he doesn’t drive it inside of me. Instead, he 
holds it there erect, waiting for me to guide myself onto 
him. 


My eyes are too bleary with pleasure now for me to make 
him out, so I just focus everything I have on the heat 
between my legs, an exploding star that sends ricocheting 
flares through me, touching every part of me. 


My whole body trembles and my moans of pleasure turn 
ragged, disjointed, unable to find any steady rhythm as the 
euphoria inside of me does the same. 


A drumbeat of lust that lets me forget. 


The past, the future, any pain in the present—all of it floats 
away on a river of broiling desire. 


“F-f-fuck,” I gasp, the orgasm shattering inside of me and 
sending creamy pleasure flowing all over his hand, down 
my thighs, trickling like hot syrup over my skin. 


It should make me fizzle out in embarrassment. 


But the way Markus snarls urges me on, his voice deep and 
possessive, claiming my cream and my moans and 
everything else I have to offer. 


My breath shivers out as I slowly straighten. 
“I can’t believe we did that here,” I whisper. 


“I can,” Markus snarls, eyes fixated on me as I lean down to 
pull up my panties. 


My pussy gives another pulse when I look down and see the 
rock hard outline of his manhood in his pants, all tangled up 
and yet obviously huge despite that. 


“T feel bad,” I admit. “Is there anything I can do?” 


“Not yet,” he snarls. “I’m saving every drop of my seed for 
your greedy pussy.” 


Take it now, my womb screams at me. Take every last drop. 


But I still feel a few whisperings of self-consciousness, just a 
few, and with a whelming of relief, I realize that I might be 
ready soon. 


Maybe even tonight. 


I wonder if it has anything with the idea of doing it 
somewhere other than here. Maybe I’ve always considered 
myself one kind of person - the quiet virgin, the lonely 
nobody - and changing that here would be too monumental, 
as though the walls would laugh at me because they know 
different. 


Or maybe that’s a whole lot of mumbo jumbo and the truth 
is I just need to give myself more time to get ready. 


Because even in his pants he looks huge. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


M arkus 


“This place is amazing,” Millie says, looking out the window 
at the ocean view, a fine mist settling over it and snow 
lancing the air, whipping here and there as the late 
afternoon sun illumes it all. 


I drove by the restaurant on my way toward Stone Harbor 
last month, a log cabin style place with fur rugs and a 
crackling fire in the center of it all. 


The drinks are served in big steins and the chairs are like 
fur covered thrones. The main appeal, though, are the giant 
windows that look out over the ocean, making it feel like 
you’re floating atop a boat of mist. 


But the main appeal for me is the woman sitting across 
from me. 


Her golden brown dress complements her hair as it 
cascades to her shoulders, so wavy all I want to do is softly 
move my hands through it, feeling it shift like water. Her 
perfume fills the air and her face is colored every so slightly 
with subtle, gorgeous flourishes of makeup. 


I find it hard to contain the beast inside of me as we order 
our drinks, two non-alcoholic German beers. 


The waiter brings our drinks and leaves us with the menus, 
Millie pursing her lips as she looks over it. 


“So it seems this place is determined to serve absolutely 
zero healthy options, huh?” she says. 


“Damn right,” I smirk. “Real food only, I’m afraid. Why, were 
you thinking of getting a salad? Because let me tell you, if 
you were, I might just have to throw a temper tantrum.” 


“Hmm,” she says, in that teasing way I’m quickly coming to 
savor as an integral, magnificent part of her. “Now wouldn’t 
that be a sight to see? But I have to say, I didn’t take you as 
the tantrum throwing type.” 


“Oh, I’m not, usually,” I grin like a jackal. “But the thought 
of you sustaining those heavenly curves on leaves and 
greens makes me want to howl like the beast I am.” 


Savagery creeps into my tone, the same savage intent that 
filled me in the corridor at her friend’s house when she was 
bent over and riding my fingers, her wetness like a blanket 
of irrepressible heat against me. The way she twitched her 
hips, the way her ass cheeks shifted and bounced for me... 
goddamn, that could sustain a man through a hundred 
wars, just the memory alone. 


She laughs, rolling her eyes. “Nope, you can’t fool me, 
Markus. I don’t think you’ll ever be the pouting, temper 
tantrum type. So I’m not going to listen to any more of your 
lies.” 


I smirk and then gesture at the menu. “So what do you 
think, professionally speaking?” 


“Well, I’m not exactly a professional.” 


“T’ve tasted your cooking, remember,” I say, reaching across 
the carved wooden table to clasp her hand in mine. 


“You tasted one dish,” she laughs. 
tt So?” 


“Well, what if I’ve spent every day of the past decade 
perfecting my chili con carne, hmm? What if it’s the only 
dish I know how to do well? What if—” 


I cut her off with booming laughter, her sassiness too much 
for me to handle. I don’t even care when several of the 
other patrons turn to see what the noise is all about. 


“Goddamn, you’re funny as well as beautiful,” I say. “Really, 
though. I want to know your thoughts.” 


“Why?” she asks. 


“Because if I’m going to open a restaurant one day, I 
deserve to know how my head chef thinks.” 


“Haha,” she says, rolling her eyes as she takes a sip from 
her cloudy glassed stein. “ You’re so not funny.” 


“Where’s the joke?” I say with passion. “I’ve got the money 
to open a restaurant and a genius of a chef sitting here in 
front of me. Why wouldn’t I take the opportunity to grill her 
a little.” 


“No pun intended?” she offers. 


I smirk, her zest for life infectious, making me want to carry 
her away someplace private. 


Later. 
If she’s ready. 
My balls ache and throb at the thought. 


Fucking hell, I hope she’s ready soon. 


“How long have you wanted to open a restaurant?” she 
asks. 


“Well, let’s see, when did we meet?” I laugh. 


She shakes her head, pouting, cheeks flaming that shade of 
crimson that constantly have me all kinds of revved up. 


“T hope you’re kidding. You can’t just give me a restaurant.” 
We'll see. 


“Okay, forget the whole restaurant thing for now. What do 
you think?” 


She shrugs, causing those round plump breasts to jiggle 
alluringly. “It’s a nice menu, although, I don’t know, it does 
seem a little long.” She begins to leaf through the pages, 
and a moment later she bites her lip. “And some of these 
German dishes, they could do with some translations at the 
side. I hate when restaurants do that like we're all 
supposed to be multilingual or we’re not allowed to eat 
here. I hate ... snobbery, I guess. Growing up in the home— 
Whoah, okay, sorry.” 


“What?” I say, glancing around. 


“No, I’m sorry for what I was about to do. Bring the mood 
down. Big time.” 


I shake my head, smoothing my hand over her cheek and 
brushing some of her wild hair behind her ear. “You don’t 
have to apologize to me. Ever. I thought I made that clear. 
What were you going to say?” 


“T guess that I just developed this whole anti-snobbery thing 
in the orphanage, you know. It was horrible, the constant 


paranoia of people looking down on me. And now I’ve got 
even more paranoia because he’s back and—” 


She bites down, fighting off a wave of sadness that plucks a 
combative chord inside of me. 


Finn Marston. 


That bastard better leave town before I cross paths with 
him. 


For his sake. 


“T don’t want to think about that now,” she sighs. “What the 
heck is wrong with me? I’m ruining this.” 


“You're not,” I say firmly. “Because this isn’t a performance. 
You’re a gorgeously complicated and unique human being, 
Millie, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 


“I’m complicated?” she says, sassiness firing beneath her 
evident emotional turbulence. “ You’re the one who’s tricked 
the whole town into thinking you’re this brute who won't 
even say a simple good morning. You’re the one who’s 
convinced everyone that you’re an asshole.” 


“T am an asshole,” I tell her. “Just not with you. Or maybe 
I’m just Jess of one with you. I’m just so goddamn glad that 
fate led Lava to me that night. Otherwise, I never would’ve 
laid eyes on you.” 


“I never believed in fate,” she murmurs. “If I did, I’d have to 
attribute all the bad stuff in my life to it, too, right? But 
since we met...” 


“Things have changed,” I rumble. 


“Yeah,” she says, flashing me a soul trembling look. “They 
have.” 


We hold each other’s gaze for a long time, moments that 
feel like they could stretch on endlessly, weave and warp 
and develop a universe of their own, a place that consists of 
only Millie, her eyes, her blooming cheeks, her bravery and 
her insecurity and all the little things that make her who 
she is. 


That sounds like the best place in the goddamn world. 


“Are we involved in a staring contest I wasn’t warned 
about?” she laughs. 


I smirk, my whole world lighting up beneath the fuel of her 
laughing voice. There’s something goddamn magical about 
it, that she could make me laugh, make me smile, make me 
more than a husk who’s trained to fight and kill and lift 
weights and never - ever - feel anything more than focus 
for the task at hand. 


But with her, I don’t care about the task at hand. I want to 
ignore it. I want to make a secret land beneath the sheets 
with her and disappear forever. 


She’s mine. 

Mine. 

And I’m never letting go. 

“Markus?” Millie murmurs. “Helloooo? Are you in there?” 
“Yes,” I say, voice deep and gravelly. “I’m here.” 


“It looked like you floated off someplace. What were you 
thinking about?” 


“I can’t say,” I tell her, an animal tremor in my voice. “It’ll 
sound ... like something a man like me shouldn't say.” 


“Like something a big gruff SEAL shouldn’t say, you mean,” 
she corrects. “But there are no men like you, Markus. 


There’s only you. Hmm?” 


I smirk again and then frame her face in my hands, feeling 
the blistering warmth of her cheeks, touch my palms, move 
up my arms and straight into my chest, my heart, my soul, 
whatever the hell I want to call it. 


“Alright, the truth?” 
“Always,” she whispers. 


“T was thinking about how I’m never going to be the same, 
and how I’m quite fucking happy about that, and how if I 
never would have met you my life would have been 
unspeakably sad.” 


She reaches up, touching my face, and I wonder briefly if 
we look strange—two people touching each other’s faces, 
completely consumed with each other. 


And then I realize I don’t give a damn. 
Because I have her. 
That’s all that matters. 


“Oh, sorry,” the waiter says, the only time somebody has 
ever got the drop on me without me realizing it. He’s stand 
at the edge of the table, notepad in one hand and pen in the 
other. “IIl, uh, give you a minute.” 


Millie’s smile spreads across her face, pure delight, and her 
giggles come like music. My laughter follows shortly after. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


M illie 


Encouraged by Markus, I order the bratwurst with the 
fries, my belly rumbling when I look across the log cabin 
restaurant to the kitchen, steam, and smoke rising with a 
hiss of frying behind it, my mouth filling with saliva. 


I still feel like laughing every time I think about the waiter 

finding us like that, cradling each other’s faces. He must’ve 

thought we were some kind of weirdos, but really it was just 
. US. 


Butterflies flap wings of pure light inside me when I realize 
that there is an us, that we are beginning to become a 
partnership despite the short timeframe. 


“What are you thinking?” Markus asks, turning away from 
the ocean to face me. 


“Just that it’s crazy, me and you,” I murmur. 


“Because it’s only been a few days?” I nod, and he goes on, 
“Crazy. Sane. I’m done thinking in those terms. I’m done 
questioning it. I’m done second-guessing it. All I know is 


that you mean more to me than anybody. That’s all there is 
to it.” 


“Careful, Markus, you’re going to give me a big head,” I 
joke. 


“You deserve it,” he snarls. “After all, my head chef should 
be confident.” 


My cheeks flame and my lips seem suddenly dry. I take a sip 
from the stein and then from my glass of water, running my 
tongue over my lower lip, staring at Markus as he looks 
back at me with those perceptive glinting greens. 


“What’s wrong?” he asks plainly. 
“Tt’s just... wouldn’t that be like, I don’t know, cheating?” 


“Why?” he says passionately, puffing up like a silverback 
gorilla getting ready to defend his territory. “You’ve spent 
your whole life learning about this stuff. And I want to give 
you a chance to practice it. And let’s say that you turn out to 
be terrible ... which seems impossible to me, but let’s just 
humor that insane notion. Then the restaurant will fail and 
you'll be forced to step down. So you see, Millie? Actually, 
you’re right. It is unfair, but unfair for you. Instead of slowly 
working your way up, you’ll immediately have all the 
responsibility of a kitchen to contend with.” 


A part of me recoils at the thought, the same shivering part 
that wanted to climb under a rock and hide away every time 
Finn sent me one of his pathetic little notes. 


I know what you’ve done. 


Well, I don’t, Finn ... so why don’t you freaking enlighten 
me. 


I shake my head, focusing on Markus, listening to that other 
part of me—the part that swells with I-can-do-this fervor. 


“You’re right,” I murmur. “You wouldn’t be giving me a 
handout. You’d be giving me a crazy task and there’s every 
chance I could fail. Oh my God, I could accept, couldn’t I? I 
really could do this.” 


“T believe in you,” he growls passionately. “I can just see it. 
You standing in the kitchen in your fine as hell chef’s outfit, 
the steam making you seem like an angel... even more of 
an angel than you already are. And then our children all 
around you, listening to you speak about the dish you’re 
preparing. The way they'll look at you, Millie, goddamn, it'll 
be like you’re magic. No, you are magic. They’ll look at you 
with so much love you'll have to fight off tears every second 
of every goddamn day.” 


I blink, realizing I’m doing that right now. “And you,” I 
whisper. “They'll love you just as much.” 


“Yeah, but I’ll be the ex-military grump making sure they’ve 
got discipline. They'll always be more loving with you. I’d 
have it no other way.” 


“You sound like you’ve got it all planned out,” I say, moving 
my finger around the edge of my stein, otherwise I might 
punch the air and leap around and cheer like a madwoman. 
“So how many children do you see?” 


He taps his chin, shooting me a secretive smirk. I bet most 
people in Stone Harbor wouldn’t believe it if I took a picture 
of him now. They’d say it was Photoshopped because no way 
can grim faced Markus McCabe look so freaking playful. 
Light glimmering in his eyes. 


“T’d say around fifteen,” he says. 
“Fifteen?” I gasp. “Are you kidding me?” 
“Oh, yeah,” he says. 


“Phew.” 
“T meant fifty.” 


I reach across the table and playfully slap him on the arm, 
but I have to withdraw my hand quickly because the feel of 
his bulging bicep is too much on top of all the family talk. 
He sits there in a fresh pale blue shirt, the top button 
undone, the sleeves slightly rolled up to show the tautness 
of his forearms. 


“T think the kitchen is going to be a little crowded in that 
case,” I laugh. 


“Once word gets out about how incredible you are, you’re 
going to have enough restaurants for a whole army of 
children. Don’t worry.” 


“I need to make you some more dishes before I agree to 
this,” I giggle. “I can’t have you giving me a whole 
restaurant based on some chili con carne.” 


He raises his hands in mock defeat. “I won’t say no to any 
more of your cooking.” 


Something swells in my chest, shifts around, and I find 
myself glancing over to the kitchen as though to check on 
our food. But really I’m just avoiding Markus’ gaze. 


“What?” Markus growls, seeing everything like he always 
does. 


“What?” I counter. 
“You look... Oh, I see.” 
“You see what?” I counter, swinging my gaze back to his. 


He smirks, but with a cocky quality now, leans forward and 
stares directly into my eyes so that my insides do funny 
things. “You’re thinking about going someplace private 


after this,” he growls. “And I’m not going to argue with that. 
Just be sure, Millie. Because once we’re alone and I get that 
fine body naked, I’m going to be a madman.” 


I swallow, skin pricking with goosebumps, everything 
swirling around inside of me, my heart pounding with all 
the talk of children and the future. For the first time in 
forever, I feel as though my life holds something other than 
fear and paranoia and shattered promises. 


And that’s with Finn on our case. 

This man is like a wizard with the effect he has on me. 
“T want it,” I tell him. “But I’m... what if I can’t?” 
“Can’t what?” he asks. 


I shoot him an oh-please look. Take your massive cock, isn’t 
exactly appropriate talk for a restaurant, after all. 


“Oh,” he mutters. “Then we’ll work through it. Millie, you 
really need to stop thinking of this as something you need to 
prove, to... anything. This isn’t like that. I’m not putting you 
on trial. I’m the lucky bastard who gets to be with you. I 
really don’t think you realize how beautiful you are, how 
intelligent, how funny, how incredible.” 


“Well, duh,” I laugh. “You’re the first person who’s ever told 
me any of that. Except for Jackie.” 


He reaches across the table and takes my hands in his, 
moving his thumbs over my knuckles, causing teasing 
tickles to dance up my arms. 


“T want you,” he snarls. “If there are complications, then 
we'll work through them, together. But listen to me. Our 
bodies want this. As crazy as it sounds, my seed, your 
womb, they’re starving for this. Once I get you alone, once 


we let out the animals inside of us, we’re going to find it 
hard to stop, not start.” 


I squeeze tighter onto his hands, letting his words bolster 
me, my womb singing a song inside of me that tells me he’s 
right. 


It’s time to stop letting my childhood, my fear, my anxiety 
rule my life. 


It’s time to Live. 
I love you, Markus. 


Okay, I really need to get those thoughts in check and make 
sure they don’t spontaneously become speech, because that 
could be a problem. 


But other than that, life is good, better than good, and it 
becomes just about perfect when the waiter brings out two 
of the juiciest burgers I’ve ever laid eyes on. 


“Let’s eat,” Markus says. “And then it’s time for dessert.” 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


M arkus 


I park the Chevy outside The Castle on the Rock, a hotel 
that sits atop a cliffy rock side that overlooks the ocean. As 
we drove up the winding road, it was veiled in mist, a 
shimmering over the water that danced and warped. But it 
was hard to focus on the beauty of nature when I had an 
earth shattering beauty sitting next to me, filling the car 
with her all-consuming scent. 


Now, I watch as Millie stares up at the hotel, a castle style 
structure complete with a wooden walkway that leads to 
the reception area. The place is a magnificent novelty, a one 
of a kind hotel, and as her evident glee lights up her 
features I’m glad I made the one hour drive. 


“Worth the wait?” I ask. 


She spins on me with those lust pricked cheeks. “One 
hundred million percent worth the wait,” she laughs. 


I step from the car and walk around to her side, open the 
door, and offer her my hand. She takes it, sending savage 
twisting sensations up my arm, dancing around my body, 


going straight into my chest, and causing my heart to beat 
like I’m a damn madman. 


I pull her to her feet and into a crushing embrace, feeling 
how tense her body is with her orgiastic energy. 


I reel back before kissing her, though, because my manhood 
is as rock solid as it’s been the whole ride over and I don’t 
trust myself to hold back. The temptation to maul her 
whelms inside of me like a deafening, impossible to ignore 
song. 


She lets out a shivering breath that goes directly to my 
center, and then slides her hand down my arm and 
interlocks her fingers with mine. 


“Wasn't it a bit presumptuous?” she sasses as we walk 
toward the glorious brick structure. 


“What?” I ask. 
“You know, booking a room here without asking me first.” 


The teasing note in her voice almost drives me feral right 
there, the way she feistily perks her eyebrows, the way her 
whole body seems to shimmer so that those life-giving 
breasts jiggle alluringly. 


“Oh, I haven’t booked a room,” I smirk. 


“Markus,” she laughs. “Look at this place. It’s going to be 
completely booked up.” 


“You better hope not,” I banter right back, loving how easy 
it is to sink into a back-and-forth with her. “Because if that’s 
the case, I’m taking you down there on the rocks, with the 
sea as our backdrop. I can’t wait any longer.” 


Her hand tightens on mine. It’s like I can feel her womb in 
the gesture, the urgency of her body’s need to take 


everything I have to give, to welcome it into her womb and 
let it make a home there, creating life, creating a future. 


“What am I, a mermaid?” 
“No, Millie, you’re far more magical than that.” 


She flushes. “Well, I’m not the sea creature anyway. You are 
... you seal.” 


I chuckle, shaking my head. “You’ve got me there.” 


The reception area is decorated like some sort of ancient 
ballroom, with tapestries on the walls. The receptionist 
wears an outfit that wouldn’t look out of place in a museum, 
his hair cut in the classic Prince Charming way. They really 
go for it here, it seems. 


“Good day, good sir, my lady,” he says with a short bow. 


Millie laughs in delight. And goddamn, that sound alone 
makes it worth it. It’s like a song, sweet and melodic as it 
rises up inside of me. 


“Have you perchance got your booking reference?” the man 
asks. 


“We haven’t made a booking,” I tell him. 


He does a double-take as though I’ve just told him I don’t 
have lungs. “No booking, good sir? This is most unusual. I’m 
afraid all of our rooms are taken ... everything below the 
Royal Suite, that is.” 


“The Royal Suite,” I muse, turning to Millie. 


She looks downright queenly standing there in that form 
hugging dress, her curves making me want to grab, 
possess, own. 


She’s a queen, yeah, but she’s a dirty queen who knows 
how to please her man. 


“What do you think?” 


“T think we should ask how much this Royal Suite is before 
you do anything stupid.” 


The way she talks, it’s like we’re a couple. And far from 
making me want to sprint out of the room and get the hell 
out of here as fast as I can, it makes me want to hug her 
close, thank her for looking out for me. 


We're a team. 


“The Royal Suite is three thousand and six hundred dollars 
per night if you please.” 


Millie’s eyebrows shoot up and she glares at me. 
“Markus, you can’t—” 


“We'll take it,” I say, reaching for my wallet. “If you please 


n 


Millie giggles, despite the evident shock warping her 
features. The receptionist barely misses a beat as his 
expression shifts from disbelief to delight, bowing shortly as 
he takes my card and runs it through the machine. Soon we 
have our keys and we're free to head toward the executive 
elevator that leads directly to our suite. 


“Elevators don’t seem very medieval, eh?” I joke as we 
walk. 


“Markus,” she murmurs, tugging on my hand. “You didn’t 
have to do that. That’s a lot of money.” 


“You’re worth it,” I tell her passionately. “You’re worth a 
hundred, a thousand times that. No, fuck that. That’s not 
even fair. Because I couldn’t put a price on you, Millie.” 


We stop outside the elevator. I use the key to engage it, and 
then we wait as the faux-brick walls slide away to show the 
actual elevator doors. We walk inside, Millie letting go of my 
hand and worrying hers at each other. 


“What is it?” I ask. 


“T’m just not used to people spending that kind of money on 
me,” she murmurs. “I don’t want you to bankrupt yourself, 
you know.” 


“Would it make you feel better if I told you that I’ve got 
enough money that we could stay here all year if we wanted 
to?” I say, tone neutral. 


I dislike it when people brag about money, but the last thing 
I want is for Millie to stress all evening about how I’m 
affording this. 


“Really?” she gasps. “How? God, that was rude, but...” 


“Rude?” I laugh, wrapping my arm around her shoulder 
and hugging her close, inhaling the sweet womb laden 
scent of her. Primal thoughts try to rise up and compel me 
to act on my primal instincts. “You’re my woman and I’m 
your man, Millie. There’s no such thing as rude with us.” 


“So how then?” she asks quietly. 


“T’ve made investments over the years,” I tell her. “I’ve 
never had a family. I’ve never had many expenses to speak 
of. So I put the money into real estate and businesses. I’m 
the shadow partner in a dozen retailers. I own fifty or so 
properties. I guess it was my natural extinct for ... I don’t 
know, for selfpreservation? I didn’t even think about it. It 
was just the right thing to do.” 


“Don’t downplay it,” she whispers, turning fully to me, 
giving me a fine look down her mind-fucking cleavage. 


“That’s amazing. That’s really impressive.” 


I shrug. “I only mentioned it so you don’t have to worry. I 
want your mind wholly on this tonight, on us. Can you do 
that for me?” 


She presses closer to me, causing her breasts to press 
together in her dress, making them look like invisible hands 
are grabbing them ... like my very fucking real hands soon 
will be. 


The elevator doors open onto a wide open lobby area, the 
floors covered in overlapping fur rugs, a chandelier 
glittering from the ceiling, and floor to ceiling windows 
looking out upon the misty ocean. A piano and a glittering 
display cabinet sit on one side, but all I’m interested in right 
now is the hallway that looks like it leads to the bedroom. 


“Come on,” I snarl, sliding my hand up her thigh and that 
spank-me-now ass to her lower back, guiding her down the 
hallway. Paintings line the walls, pastoral, nature, and battle 
scenes, with the door to the bedroom, carved wood with 
two people tall. “I need you someplace private, someplace 
just for us.” 
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“Pm ready,” she pants, twitching as though she can’t wait 
for me to slide her panties off and get at her bare beautiful 
flesh. 


I push open the door to reveal a true royal bedroom. The 
ceiling is high and each wall is covered in massive 
paintings, soothing nature scenes, a chandelier whispering 
its light from the ceiling, and the floor covered in so many 
interwoven overlapping rugs it’s impossible to count. The 
silk curtains are drawn, distorting the fading sunlight 
causing it to shimmer purple. 


But the thing I’m most interested in is the four poster bed, 
the curtains pinned back, the crimson sheets calling to us 
like a desert oasis. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


M illie 


I let out a gasping moan as his powerful hand guides me 
toward the bed, my heart thumping, a film of anxiety 
stretching over the magical majesty of the moment. 


I beat it down and listen instead to the sizzling conviction of 
my womb, my clit tingling, my lips aching with the need to 
feel him against me, rubbing, teasing, pleasing. 


“Fuck, I need to see that ass,” he snarls. “Get on all fours on 
the bed for me, Millie.” 


Relief dances through me when I realize that he’s going to 
take the lead. If he wanted me to take the lead, I’m not sure 
I’d be able to function with the weight of my inexperience 
dragging me down. I do as he says, clamber onto the 
luxuriously soft sheets and stick my ass out, feeling my 
womb flame when I turn back and I catch sight of his wide 
eyes, captivated, aimed carnally at my twitching ass. 


“Do you have any idea how sexy that is?” he snarls. 


“This?” I tease, somehow keeping my voice from trembling, 
swishing my hips from side to side. 


“Yes,” he growls. “Goddamn, you’re a sexy fucking virgin, 
aren’t you? You know how to drive me crazy.” 


He reaches forward and grips my thigh, down low near my 
knee. A shiver of anxiety moves through me when I 
suddenly realize how sweaty I am, the place he’s touching 
coated in a nervous layer of it. But he just groans as he 
grips my flesh harder, stroking up my leg, inching closer 
toward my sex and my soaked panties. 


“Fuck, you even smell incredible,” he whispers. “I can scent 
your womb. I can scent you. How is that possible?” 


“I don’t know,” I whimper. “But that—feels—so—good ...” 


He leans closer, pushes my dress up, and then grips my 
panties. He pulls them down slowly, making me feel every 
tiny movement, every shiver against my skin causing 
goosebumps to prickle and ache and tingle. I tremble as he 
works the panties beneath my knees and down my calves, 
finally pulling them past my heels. 


“Fuck, bend forward. Open that pretty pink hole for me.” 


His words cause another wave of wetness to riot through 
me as I do as he says, pushing my ass out so that the lips of 
my pussy spread open for him. I turn and watch him, his 
manhood bulging in his suit pants, his hands shaking as he 
grips my thigh near my pussy making me feel like 
screaming at him to touch me more. 


“No fair,” I murmur-moan. “I want to see you.” 


“Then be a good fucking virgin and play with yourself as I 
undress. Get yourself nice and wet.” 


“Tm already wet,” I moan. 


“Wetter, then,” he snarls. “Do it, Millie.” 


I slide my hand between my legs and touch my clit, stroking 
it softly, and then faster when I see the way he gazes at me. 
As he undresses, he never takes his eyes off me, shrugging 
off his suit jacket and then unbuttoning his shirt, revealing 
a body carved of boulders and stones, all hard lines, every 
inch of him composed of honed flesh. 


“You sound so goddamn sexy when you moan like that. 
Finger your wet pussy for me.” 


I slide my middle finger into my hole, prying the wetness 
open and struggling to keep my eyes focused on him the 
entire time. 


My core flames and aches and flutters like it’s going to 
unleash all of its orgasms in one giant jolt, leaving me 
panting and unable to take anymore. So I finger myself 
slowly, not wanting to spend myself, yet, wanting to wait for 
him. 


Oh my freaking God. 


He kicks off his shoes and quickly pulls down his pants, 
stepping forward in full nakedness. 


I knew his manhood was big from the outline it made in his 
pants, but I’m not prepared for the weighty way it bobs up, 
ten some inches of pure fleshy pleasure, intimidating me as 
it hangs there wetly. Precome glistens on the end and the 
shaft is huge, thick, covered in veins, an absolute monster 
of a cock. 


“You're so big,” I whimper. 


“TIl go slowly ... at first.” He stalks forward, standing at the 
edge of the bed with the weight of his massive hot cock 


casually resting on my ass cheek. “But first I want to make 
you cream just like this.” 


“Like what... Ah, ah.” 


He grabs the base of his cock and guides his engorged head 
to my clit, stroking it, the pressure of it causing my toes to 
curl and my vision to blur as I twist around to look up at 
him. 


His eyes are fixated on my ass and my pussy, his jaw tight as 
he stares, hypnotized, down at me. 


I never dreamed I could feel so wanted—no, needed. 
I never dreamed I could feel so downright sexy. 


Doors begin to open in me, slowly at first, and then they fly 
open, off the hinges, shattering through me with a carnal 
conviction. 


A whole chorus of lust and longing sparks in my pussy and 
making my clit tingle as he presses harder, firmer, with a 
dominator’s claim. 


“That’s it,” he snarls, stroking his cock over my clit so fast 
now it almost slips into my eager hole once or twice, 
painting me with his precome. “You’re so close. You’re so 
ready. Cream for me, Millie. Fucking cream for me now.” 


I’m forced to turn away from him when my orgasm pulses 
through me, starting at the end of his cock and shimmering 
through my body, into every part of me. It shatters into a 
million sizzling pieces and crackles long my skin, the heat 
spreading gloriously into my breasts, my fingertips, and my 
freaking scalp. 


I bite onto the sheets as I buck and writhe against him, my 
pussy tightening and releasing, tightening and releasing, 


over and over again as my cream slides hotly down my legs 
as his rock hard cock attacks my clit nonstop. 


“Fuck, fuck,” I gasp, as the orgasm passes and I’m left 
twitching with its aftereffects. 


“Turn over,” Markus snarls. “I want to look at you as I take 
you for the first time.” 


I roll onto my back and look up at him, standing at the edge 
of the bed bathed in the distorted light, the lines of his 
muscles seeming deeper for the contrasting semidarkness. 
His cock glimmers with precome ... and my juice, I realize, 
as he strokes a hand from the tip to the base. 


“Your dress, your bra, off, now. But keep those sexy as fuck 
heels on.” 


I sit up and tear my dress over my head, giggling when he 
darts forward to help me with my bra, my chest suddenly 
carefree and airy, far more willing to let go than I ever 
dreamed I could be. 


When I’m freed from the hazy world of my dress - Markus 
tossing it to the edge of the bed along with my bra - I’m 
face to face with his engorged cock, so close that I can smell 
his precome and my juices mixed together at the tip of his 
pulsating length. 


I stare at it for a moment, my heart hammering, trying to 
tell me that I can’t do this. 


I’ll look too silly—I won't be sexy at all. 


But then I let my womb take the reins of the moment and I 
lean forward, grab the base of his cock, and am rewarded 
with a rumbling growl from Markus. His whole body goes 
even tenser, his veins straining against his muscles, his 
entire being vibrating with his barely withheld lust. 


“F-fuck,” he snarls. “Your hand feels so goddamn perfect.” 


“What about this?” I moan, stroking up and down his slick 
length, loving the way he gazes down at me, his eyes 
moving from my bare breasts to my face to my thighs to my 
hand on his cock. 


I feel powerful as I stroke him, watching him closely, seeing 
how absolutely captivated with me he is, as though he 
couldn’t look away now even if he wanted to... and he 
definitely doesn’t want to. 


“You’re my fucking queen,” he snarls. “You’re my fucking 
angel.” 


I stroke him faster, savoring how solid he feels in my hand, 
as though any second he could erupt and cause the tension 
to move through him, explode out of him, touch every part 
of him just as my orgasm touched every part of me. 


“You better stop,” he snarls. “If you keep going, I might 
explode all over those big juicy tits. And even if I’d like to 
see them all slick and shiny with my come, I’m saving it... 
for that tight virgin slit. Are you ready, Millie?” 


I lean back, looking up at him, his abs tight knotted muscle, 
his pectorals bulging, heaving, everything about him tense 
and ready to go. 


“T’m ready,” I moan. “God, I’ve never been more ready.” 
“Good,” he snarls. “Because my seed can’t wait any longer.” 


He climbs onto the bed, causing the mattress to dip under 
his impressive weight. 


I reach up naturally - it feels like glorious autopilot - and 
wrap my hands around his shoulders. I grip onto the stony 
muscles, so solid that my nails feel as though they could 
Snap against the surface. 


Then I smooth my hands down his back, feeling the taut 
muscles there too. 


He rears up like a predator, gazing down at my breasts, and 
then in a rush of hot breath, he surges forward and leans 
down to take one of my nipples into his mouth. He sucks 
greedily, growingly through the wetness, stroking down my 
body with one hand as he holds himself up with the other. 


He trickles his hands down my belly, cupping my pussy for a 
moment before grabbing his cock and guiding the tense 
length to my hole, easing it open bit by bit, sucking me 
indulgently every moment. 


“Fuck,” he gasps, finally letting my tingling nipple go. 


He grips his cock harder, his eyes fixated on my face as he 
inches slowly in, as though he wants to watch me every step 
of the way. 


My breath comes in frenetic pants as he slides in deeper 
and deeper, arching his back so that the thickness of him 
pushes my hole open and slowly thrusts inside of me. 


I gasp at the sensation of his huge length filling my virgin 
hole, pressing so that it feels like he’s inflating from inside 
of me, the walls of my pussy screaming and crying out in a 
flurry of sensations. 


Oh no, it’s happening. 

He’s too freaking big. 

My heart begins to hammer painfully at the thought. 
His cock isn’t even halfway in yet and... 


But then my doubts are washed away as a soothing hot 
balm moves through the lower half of my body, as though 


my womb has cast a spell on me, getting ready to take his 
seed. 


I gasp when my pussy flourishes and opens for him, a rush 
of tingling wetness attacking my lips and my clit, my hole 
opening greedily now as he pushes in deeper, and deeper 
until he’s buried up to the hilt inside of me. 


I open my eyes, realizing I slammed them shut at some 
point. 


Markus stares at me like a hunter who’s finally claimed 
what’s rightfully his, his obsidian-silver hair flecked with 
sweat, his eyes pinning me in place with their blistering 
intensity. 


“You’re so fucking tight,” he snarls. “Your pussy is so 
perfect. Are you ready to be fucked, Millie?” 
“Y-yes,” I whimper. 


“TIl take it slow at first,” he snarls. “But soon I'll need to 
take you hard and—and fast. Fuck. I need to see those juicy 
tits bouncing for me.” 


“These tits, baby?” I say, stunned at my own bravery as I 
push my breasts together, rewarded with a shimmer inside 
of me as his cock pulses. 


He stares at me like I’m his whole world. 
“You beautiful sex goddess,” he snarls. 
“Only for you,” I moan. 


I keep pushing my breasts together as he slides out of me 
slowly, making me feel every inch of his massive length. He 
Slides in a little quicker, my walls shifting to accommodate 
his size. 


I begin to move in time with his thrusts, sinking into the 
rhythm of our lovemaking, my core blaring and sizzling, 
letting off fireworks of desire with each carnal thrust. 


I let my breasts go and grab onto his shoulders for 
purchase, grinding down the length of him as his growls 
grow deeper, more urgent, our gyrations growing naturally 
quicker as we give in to the compulsive needs of our bodies. 


I grip hard, digging my fingernails into his muscled flesh, 
angling down as he thrusts up. 


The silk sheets stroke up and down my back lovingly, as 
though he’s giving me a massage at the same time as 
fucking me as his woman. 


“You’re mine,” he snarls, taking me faster, the bed whining 
beneath his predator’s power. 


Our sexes making slapping sounds as I run my hands all 
over his back, feeling his sweat coated muscles, clasping on, 
and hugging him close. 


“Mine, mine, mine.” 


With each mine he slams into me, the head of his cock 
pounding into something deep inside of me, something 
that’s never been touched before. 


I gasp and scream and then I don’t even know what sound I 
make. 


It’s like an awakening, a rejoicing song that tells me I’m 
here, I’m alive, I deserve to experience life as other people 
do. 


I don’t have to be afraid anymore. 


“Take me,” I whisper in his ear. “Take me hard.” 


He immediately picks up the pace of his thrusts, his abs 
stroking against my bare belly as he leans in closer, as 
though he wants to melt into me, getting as close to each 
other as humanly possible. 


His cock thunders into my aching no-longer-virgin hole, the 
walls of my pussy buzzing as they widen with each 
movement, that spot deep within sizzling and singing with 
each hard-kissed touch of him. 


I bite down on his shoulder, tasting him, and he groans to 
let me know it’s okay, he likes it, to keep going. His sweat 
and his musk fill me as my pussy starts to gorge 
shamelessly on the pleasure of his cock. 


The fireworks grow even brighter inside of me, a series of 
explosions that consume my pussy until there’s nothing but 
the light within, blinding, consuming, claiming. 


I let go of his shoulder and tip my head back, screaming out 
my lust, my legs trembling and my whole body shivering in 
a crazy dance of unleashing euphoria. 


“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he snarls, leaning back so that he can 
watch the orgasm tear its way through me. 


I try to keep my eyes open so that I can stare back at him, 
but everything is shimmering and suddenly it’s like I’m 
floating, being thrown around by invisible hands. 


“You—feel—so...” 


I can’t finish the sentence as he drives into me again, his 
lips twisting savagely as he tries to withhold his own 
release. But then he starts to growl and grunt like the beast 
he is—like the beast I’ll never begrudge him being. 


I rock with him, our rocking made slick with all the juices 
squirting out of me, my center pulsing and shimmering and 


my womb driving more and more ecstasy through me. 


“Beg me to come in you,” he snarls, his words distorted 
with his animalistic lust. “In—your— cunt.” 


“Come in my cunt,” I scream, bouncing, relishing. “Come in 
my tight fucking virgin cunt—” 


“Arghhhhhh,” he roars, collapsing atop me, emptying his 
seed into me as my orgasm fizzles out, leaving me to 
collapse against him, both of us shaking with the after- 
tremors of our mutual release. 


“Jesus Christ,” he groans, rolling aside and immediately 
pulling me to him. 


I rest my head on his chest and drape my naked come-slick 
thigh over his body. 


But then I flinch when I see it, spots of carmine over the 
sheets, a different shade to their crimson pallor. 


The evidence of my virginity. 
“Shh,” Markus murmurs, kissing the top of my head. 
I glance up at him, giggling. “I didn’t say anything.” 


“Yeah, but your thoughts were loud, Millie,” he smirks. “You 
never have to be ashamed with me. Never.” 


“You know how freaky it is that you can basically read my 
mind, right?” 


“Are you saying you don’t like it?” 
“No,” I laugh. 


He smirks and leans down, our lips finding each other in a 
hot rough brush of contact. 


“How was I?” I can’t resist asking once we’ve broken it off. 


He gazes at me for a few long moments. “Are you joking?” 
he finally says. “Or are you just fishing for compliments, eh? 
You were amazing, Millie. Downright fucking amazing. I 
knew our bodies would take over. I knew there was no 
reason for you to be nervous.” 


“Tm a little shocked at myself, actually,” I whisper. “I didn’t 
think I’d be so... confident? I don’t know if that’s the word. 
But it’s like you said, once we started, it was like I couldn’t 
stop. You felt so freaking good inside of me, Markus.” 


I glance away, blushing at my own words. 


Markus touches my chin and guides my gaze back to his. “I 
wasn’t shocked,” he says, staring at me as though the mist- 
covered ocean and Stone Harbor and Finn and the world 
and everything, just everything doesn’t matter as long as 
we have each other. “And now I know, don’t I? I really 
fucking know.” 


“Know what?” I ask. 


He smirks. “You’re the full package, Millie. Sexy as fuck and 
an amazing chef. Now all I’ve got to do is hold onto you.” 


“You don’t need to worry about that,” I whisper. “I’m not 
going anywhere... unless you want me to.” 


He chuckles deeply. “Never. Never-never-never. I’d die - I’d 
kill - before I let you slip from my grasp. And that’s not only 
because I’m pretty goddamn certain I just put our first child 
inside of you.” 


He smooths his hand down my body, touching my belly. 


Something must have changed when I gave myself to him 
because I don’t flinch away from his touch against my bare 
plus size body. 


I don’t even want to. 


Instead, I place my hand atop his and sink into the 
enveloping warmth of the moment. 


“I can feel it,” he whispers. “I can feel our future. Our 
happiness. I can feel...” 


“Hope?” I whisper, blinking back tears of pure joy. 
He kisses them away, our noses tickling each other. 


“You might have just given our first daughter her name, I 
think,” he says. 


Hope. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


M arkus 


I join Millie in the kitchen, lean down, and stroke Lava 
behind the ear. The Golden Retriever has taken to following 
me around ever since we returned from the hotel this 
morning, his tongue hanging out when we picked him up 
from the dog daycare. Now his tail wags and he leaps up, 
placing his forepaws on my thighs. 


“You’re a good boy,” I say, ruffling his scruff so that his 
mouth opens in a wide smile. 


I walk over to the table and sit down, inhaling the scent of 
breakfast, bacon frying, freshly baked bread throwing its 
scent into the mix. 


Millie stands with her back to me, wearing a bathrobe and 
nothing else, my whole body pulsating at the sight of those 
sexy-as-fuck curves beneath the pink material. Her hair 
spills down her back, gorgeous locks of it, calling for my 
touch, to be caressed and then fisted, guiding her nakedly 
into bed, claiming, owning. 


I shake my head, knowing that I have to tell her. 


I just got off the phone with my ex-SEAL contact and he told 
me who Finn Marston is - what his connection to Millie is - 
and now my heart is thudding like a goddamn oil derrick 
about to hit the motherlode. 


She hums sweetly as she butters the bread, taking care 
even with this simple task. The snow has cleared and the 
morning is unusually bright, everything melting and 
glistening warmly. Sunlight glows through the window, 
framing my woman in a silhouette. 


Pl shatter this perfect moment, this perfect morning, when 
I tell her. 


“Millie—” 


“Markus,” she says at the exact same moment. She laughs, 
looking over her shoulder at me. “I’m sorry. Go ahead.” 


“No, please,” I say. 


“Please?” she sasses. “Since when did you get so polite, 
hmm?” 


“Hmm,” I banter, unable to stop myself from grinning like a 
wild dog ...except I’m not wild anymore. 


I’ve found a home. 


Lava strolls over to Millie, walking in tight circles as his 
nose puckers at the smell of the bacon, tail completely 
erect, ready for any stray piece of fallen meat. 


I almost laugh at myself. 


The weather, Lava, Millie’s gorgeous hair ... Pll focus on 
anything, it seems, except what I should be focusing on 
right now, and that’s who the fuck Finn Marston really is. 


“T was just thinking about your offer,” Millie goes on, laying 
out the bacon on plates, and then carries them over. 


The top of her bathrobe opens slightly, revealing her 
voluptuous cleavage, my manhood flooding, and becoming 
iron hard. 


She places the plates down and sits opposite me, folding 
her legs, tossing her head so that her hair whispers out of 
her eyes. Everything she does is hyper-real to me, as 
though she’s the only thing that matters, exists. 


She’s everything. 
And I don’t have it in me to break her heart. 


“My offer?” I murmur, dragging my attention back to my 
woman. 


“The head chef offer,” she says. “I was thinking ... I want it. 
I think I can do it. I know that there are people out there 
who’d say, Fuck that, I’m pulling myself up by my 
bootstraps. But wouldn’t that be crazy, turning down the 
chance of a lifetime for freaking pride?” 


“Yes,” I tell her. “And you’re talented. And you’re beautiful. 
And you’re dedicated. And you’re every goddamn thing I 
could want in a head chef, a partner, a mother...” 


“Hey,” she says quietly, reaching across the table and laying 
her hand on mine. I’ve begun to shake, the livid rage 
moving through me like a force of nature, making my body 
tremble. “What’s wrong? I didn’t misunderstand, did I...” 


“No, no,” I say quickly. “I’m glad. I’m more than glad. Really. 
It’s not that.” 


“What, then?” 


I sigh, rubbing the bridge of my eyebrows as though that 
can smooth away the tension, the reality. 


“I spoke to my ex-SEAL buddy,” I tell her. “He’s a cop now, 
quite high ranking. He was able to do some digging and he 
found something that... oh, fuck, Millie, I’m so sorry.” 


“Its about Finn?” she says, her voice becoming ice-cold. 
The color drains from her cheeks. She grips the edge of the 
table. “Tell me, Markus. Just... just tell me.” 


I take a deep breath. “First I want to say something if you'll 
let me?” 


She nods shortly, her eyes never leaving mine, a blush 
spreading across her face, neck, and her chest, as though 
she’s burning up from the inside. 


“My dad was a piece of shit. He was a junkie and an abusive 
asshole and he made my mother’s life hell. I don’t blame 
her for running out after the way he treated her. But would 
you say that because my dad was evil, that makes me an evil 
bastard?” 


“What?” she says, looking at me like I’m crazy. “No, of 
course not.” 


“I want you to know that you’re incredible,” I go on. “ You’re 
kind. You’re beautiful. You have—Jesus, Millie, you’ve just 
got a good soul, alright?” 


“Markus, you’re scaring me,” she whispers. 


“Sorry,” I growl, my body becoming stiff, ready to dismantle 
her pain, and any bastard who dares to cause it. “My buddy 
found a case that had been purposefully hidden in the files. 
I’m sorry, Millie - but basically, your old man was involved in 
organized crime. He was their accountant for a long time, 
but he also doubled as an enforcer and... and—” 


“And what?” she hisses. “I want to know everything. I 
deserve that.” 


I sigh darkly. 
“He tortured people,” I whisper. 
Her hands fly to her mouth. “Oh my God.” 


I drag my chair around the table, wrap my arm around her, 
and let her rest her cheek against my shoulder. 


I stroke my hands through her hair. 
“So where does Finn come into this?” 


“Finn was part of the same organized crime syndicate as 
your father. There was some internal conflict.” 


“What conflict?” 
“Millie, the details don’t matter, do they—” 
“What conflict?” 


I sigh, kissing the top of her head. “They argued over their 
stakes in a human trafficking operation. Things got out of 
hand and your father...killed two of Finn’s men. Finn then 
decided to get revenge. Arson. He paid the police later to 
cover it up and say it was a malfunctioning dryer. I’m so 
sorry, Millie.” 


She begins to shake and cry, burying her face in my chest 
and gripping onto me as though she never wants to let go. 


I hold her tighter, chords plucking in my chest at the sight 
and touch of such visceral pain from my queen, my woman, 
my life. 


“We’re making our own family,” I tell her softly. “Me and 
you, our children. The past doesn’t matter. Only the future, 
and what we make of it. I swear to you, Millie, I’ll always be 
here for you. You never have to face this alone.” 


She looks up and smiles shakily. “I’ve got your shirt all wet.” 


I reach up and wipe her cheeks with my thumbs. “I’m sure 
PI survive.” 


“Together, yeah?” she whispers. 
“Together,” I say passionately. 


“Okay,” she sighs, coughing back another sob. “I’m happy I 
know. Well, not happy. But it’s better than living in the dark. 
And—and I never knew them, my parents. It’s just a shock. I 
don’t get why Finn would find me afterward, though.” 


“From what my buddy told me, he’s a sick fuck,” I say 
quietly. “Maybe he developed some... wait.” 


“What?” Millie murmurs. 


I glance at Lava, standing stone still at the door with his tail 
pricking the air. His head is tilted and he’s staring down the 
hallway at the front door. 


After a moment, a low growl sounds in the back of his throat 
and then breaks into a deep guttural bark. 


I stand and go to the window, a savage fury moving through 
me when I spot him emerging from the trees. 


Finn Marston, a tall wide man, at least as tall as me—all 
puffed up in his winter jacket, his muscles inflated with 
either years of hard work or steroids. 


I know which I’m betting on. 


Behind him, stalking from the trees like jackals, six men 
emerge, all of them wearing jet black winter coats, and 
each of them as puffed up and muscle bound as Finn. 


Millie appears at my side. “Oh, no. Jackie ...” 


Lava’s barking has become a cacophony now, his paws 
scraping at the front door in his desperation to get to his 
owner. 


Jackie’s mouth is gagged and her hands are tied behind her 
back, one of the black coated goons pulling her along by 
her arm. 


Finn stops next to my Chevy, staring at it for a moment. 
Then he turns to the house and pulls a gun from his pocket, 
a police issue Glock it looks like from here. 


Something drops in my chest when I realize I don’t have a 
firearm on me. 


I’m unarmed, and there are seven of them, and at least one 
has a gun. 


Fuck. 
This is bad. 


“I see you,” Finn says, glee dancing in his psychopath’s 
voice. “Now are you going to be a good little girl and come 
out and say howdy? Or am I going to see how loud this bitch 
can scream with a gag in her mouth?” 


He casually points the gun at Jackie, keeping his eyes 
fixated on us. 


“How about I count to ten? Oh, and keep the dog inside. I 
don’t want to hurt it. 


“Ten... 
“Nine... 
“Eight...” 


Millie flinches, and then darts for the door—the back door, 
away from where Lava is pawing and barking. 


I follow her without thinking, my only concern now 
protecting my woman and the baby I’m sure is already 
growing inside of her. 


But this is bad. 
This is really fucking bad. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


M illie 


The world pricks coldly at my bare skin and freezes the 
soles of my feet as I run across the icy lawn, the ice 
crunching between my toes. 


It’s only when I get to the end of the lawn that I realize I’m 
still only wearing my bathrobe, goosebumps spreading over 
my legs and my arms, combining with the dread and the 
heartache lancing through me to make me shiver. 


Behind me, Markus approaches, striding briskly until he’s 
standing next to me ... and then subtly in front of me, 
moving so that his body creates a natural shield in front of 
me. Further back, Lava’s barks become high pitched and 
frantic, his clawing and scraping so desperate it breaks my 
heart. 


Finn grins from ear to ear, his red hair damp and greasy 
looking. His eyes move disgustingly over me, from my toes 
to my face and then back again. 


I meet Jackies eyes, silently willing her to see how sorry I 
am, silently begging for her forgiveness. 


She’s wearing her stiff black blazer and her pencil skirt and 
tights, her normal work attire, but her hair has come loose 
from her ponytail and falls down in jagged waves. 


Finn tosses his gun from hand to hand, eyeing Markus. 
“You don’t look like a good little girl,” he says. 


“What the fuck are you talking about?” I snap, somehow 
keeping my voice steady despite everything. 


“T said be a good little girl and come out here, so what is 
this streak of piss doing, eh? What, tough guy? You got 
something to say?” 


“You’re dirt,” Markus says calmly. 
“T think you’re forgetting which one of us has the gun.” 


“No, I can see that you have it,” he says, voice tinged with 
ice. “But you’re still dirt.” 


“Maybe I should teach you some manners. Maybe TIl take 
these bitches in front of you, make you watch. Then we'll 
see how tough you are.” 


“That will never happen,” Markus states flatly. 


Finn laughs in a deranged way, turning to glance around at 
his men for a moment. A few of them have tattoos on their 
necks and faces, and all of them look like they’d follow 
Finn’s instructions with enthusiasm. A chill moves through 
me and I can’t look at them for long, because many of them 
leer at me as though they’re just waiting for him to give the 
order. 


“Pretty confident for a man who’s fucked ten ways to 
Sunday, ain’t you?” Finn laughs. 


“You're a freak,” I snap, my voice trembling with years long 
pain. “You’re a freaking weirdo, Finn. What the hell’s the 


matter with you? Leaving notes at the orphanage, that’s 
one thing. Vandalism ... but this, this is sick beyond 
anything you’ve ever done before.” 


Finn throws his head back and laughs loudly, disturbing the 
regular peace of this place so much that several birds 
desert the trees behind him and flap into the air. Lava’s 
barking punches more urgently at the noise of his cackling, 
several of his men grunting out laughs along with him. 


“If you think this is anywhere close to the worst thing I’ve 
ever done, you’re sorely fucking mistaken. But don’t worry, 
Millie. J know what you’ve done.” 


“Stop saying that,” I hiss, balling my hands into fists. “Those 
stupid notes. What could I ever have done to you?” 


“You rejected me,” he says, darkness creeping into his gaze. 


Markus shifts to the side so that I have to look around his 
bulky protective body to see the dead seriousness of Finn’s 
expression. 


“I... what?” I gasp. 


“It was fate, don’t you see?” Finn says. “I really tried to get 
on the straight and narrow. I was doing well. I was off the 
drugs—stupid mistake, in hindsight, because drugs make 
me so much more fun. But for a while there, yeah, I was on 
the wagon. I was doing my talks. Do you remember?” 


I just stare, wishing I had a gun, a hammer, anything so that 
I could do harm to this twisted man. 


“And then what do I hear when I get there? Somebody 
calling out your name, Millie, Millie. And I say to myself, 
holy shit, that’s the name of the girl who survived the 
flames. So I ask them if your surname is Green, and it is, 
and I ask if you survived a fire, and you had... So I looked 


at you. I looked at you and tried to make you see. But you 
wouldn’t. You refused. You rejected me and I was so fucking 
torn up about it I had to go and get shitfaced that day. You 
did that to me, Millie. Why couldn’t you just accept me for 
who I was?” 


For a moment he looks almost human, his lips quivering, 
tears rising to his eyes as he stares at me. 


He’s a lunatic. He means every freaking word. He’s 
unhinged. 


“T was a child,” I gasp. “I didn’t know who you were. Surely 
you can see how wrong that is?” 


“Wrong?” he cackles. “We were bound in blood and flames. 
There’s nothing more right than that.” 


“So this is what you were talking about?” Markus says, 
turning so that he stands sideways, half facing me and half 
facing Finn. 


He glares at me, but behind it, in the depths of those 
perceptive green eyes, I see something. 


A plan. 
Just go with it, his looks roars. 


“All those times I just wanted us to be close and intimate,” 
Markus goes on, “and you kept saying you couldn’t give 
yourself to me, because you were promised to the fire. 
Jesus, Millie, is this what you meant?” 


I glance at Finn. His eyes are wide and fascinated, his 
mouth hanging open. 


I feel sick as I toss my hair, forcing myself to say the words. 


And then what? 


I trust Markus, but where is he going with this? 
“T tried to fight it,” I say. “But the flames called to me.” 
I hope that sounds crazy enough. 


“Fuck’s sake,” Markus snaps. “Fine, then. If you want the 
fire so much, you can have it. Take her. Come and get her.” 


Finn flinches for a moment. He moves as if to look around at 
his goons, and I sense that he does this when his grip on 
reality becomes particularly tenuous, as though he needs to 
check with them that whatever he’s doing is the right thing 
—or whatever breed of right they ascribe to. 


“Please,” I say, hating the words, hating this whole giant 
mess. “I need the flames, Finn. I’m sorry. I was wrong. I 
shouldn’t have fought it. But I’m done pretending. I need 
the flames. I need the blood.” 


What am I saying? 
Finn walks toward us like a man possessed. 


A man with an eagle tattooed on his neck takes a step 
forward. “Boss, you might not want to—” 


“The flames,” I yell, raising my voice over his. “I can feel 
them. They’re burning me. They’re scorching me up. 
They’re taking me.” 


“The flames,” Finn repeats as though caught in a spell. 
“They’re burning me... they’re scorching me up... they’re 
taking me...” 


“Im done with this,” Markus snaps. “You two deserve each 
other.” 


He takes a step forward, as though meaning to walk past 
Finn and toward his Chevy. His acting is so good that for a 


moment I believe he’s really going to stride away and leave 
me here. 


But at the last moment, he snaps, moving so quickly it’s like 
he’s the wind, a force of nature. 


Finn gasps as Markus bulk surges toward him. 
Lava’s barks rise louder. 

A gunshot goes off, echoing all around us. 
Somebody screams. 

And then I realize it’s me. 

I’m the one screaming. 


Because Markus is bleeding. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


M arkus 


I grab his wrist and redirect his aim at the last second, the 
gunshot hitting me in the upper arm instead of the center 
mass of my body. I feel it tear my skin and hear it hit the 
ground behind me, and I think, Thank fucking God. The 
thought comes to me in a flash as my body move in 
autopilot, the pulsing flare in my arm nothing compared to 
my deafening need to protect my woman. 


With a roar, I drag his wrists upward so that it snaps 
audibly. He yelps and stumbles backward, and I use the 
momentum to swing him around, still holding onto the gun, 
and throw his legs into the man with the eagle tattoo on his 
neck. 


“Fuck,” the man grunts, when both of them go toppling 
down. 


I grab the gun—raise it. 


The men leap on me and with a violent punch knock it from 
my hand. 


I make to dive for it, but so do the other men and soon 
we’re lost in a tangle of confused limbs and violence and 
mayhem. 


Somewhere Lava is barking, somewhere Millie is 
screaming, somewhere, somewhere ... but all I know is the 
whirring closeness of the fight, my fists lashing out despite 
the throbbing in my arm. 


I duck a sweeping right hook and then come up with two 
vicious jabs to a stomach, pausing too long and taking a 
solid jab to my jaw. 


I grunt and dodge the next one, spinning so that my elbow 
clatters into a mouth, dislocating something, and then I 
carry through and hit another man with a spinning back 
fist. 


Pop, the sound of bone breaking, and then I slide backward 
and grab another’s arm and throw him into two of his 
buddies, the three of them falling like pinballs. 


We all circle the gun, the prize in the center of it all, the 
blood seeping into my shirt and dripping down my hand, 
making my grip slick as I dive and grip the back of a man’s 
neck, lashing my hand up with a ferocious speed that leaves 
him with no chance to react. 


I use him as a shield, squeezing so that all he can do is 
squirm and cry as I yank him in front of me. 


Several blows meant for me land on him in the confusion of 
the fight, the man screaming at them to stop, to leave him 
alone. 


I toss him aside and spin around, always keeping near the 
gun, fists raised and head ducked in a fighter’s stance. 


The world recedes. 


Sound stops. 
All I know is the fight and what I have to do. 


All I know is Millie, our future, and that I can never let 
anything happen to her. 


A quick scan—two of the men are clumsily climbing to their 
feet, but don’t look fit enough to fight. 


The remaining five, including Finn, are spreading out 
around me, a couple of them with knives in their hands now. 
Finn’s gaze snaps to the pistol on the ground. 


He leaps. 


I jump forward and launch into a flying knee, connecting 
with his nose and causing a torrent of red blood to spray 
into the air and onto the ground. 


The force of it almost sends me toppling completely over, 
and I have to grab onto another man’s shoulders to stop 
from falling. 


I end up dragging him to the ground and just about manage 
to roll over so that the kicks aimed at me land on him. 


I toss him up and spring to my feet, spinning into a 
whirlwind of violence, not thinking, not even feeling 
anymore. 


I just act, the same way I acted when I was overseas when 
training became everything, and instincts blotted 
personality when I just was whatever the fuck I needed to 
be. 


I catch a fist and crush it. 
Crunch. 


Breaking all the bones in the motherfucker’s hand. 


I dodge a hissing knife and grab him at the wrist and 
wrench him downward, bringing my knee up in another 
bloody kiss to his nose. 


Another knife—I spin around to the back of him, pushing 
him so hard that he falls onto his face, letting out an animal 
screech of pain. 


We all pause again, circling the gun, every single one of 
them sporting an injury now. 


Four of them are out of the fight, limping and whining and 
barely standing up. 


Finn and Eagle Neck and another stalk toward me, Finn 
gripping a knife, wheezing loudly with each breath from 
where I broke his nose. 


“What about the fire?” Finn moans, words distorted with his 
injury. “What about the blood?” 


“You’re a sick motherfucker,” I snarl. “She was a child. She 
came here to get away from you. And you followed her. You 
tormented her. You tried to ruin her life. Did you really 
think I'd let a bastard like you ruin my woman’s life?” 


He screams as he runs forward, but I sense that his men 
want to run away instead. They move cautiously, too 
cautiously. 


I dart forward and feint to the left, causing all three of them 
to move in that direction. 


And then I throw myself to the right and unleash a flurry of 
well-aimed punches, shattering ribs and jaws and then 
spinning backward, away. 


I lean down and scoop up the gun and fire a shot into the 
air, my eyes narrowed at the men. 


I lower the gun and aim it at them. 


“All of you on the ground, now,” I say firmly. “In a circle on 
the fucking ground or I swear to God, I'll kill you, every 
goddamn last one of you. Now.” 


The men drag their broken bodies into a tight huddle on the 
blood and snow-wet lawn. I keep the gun trained on them, 
wincing a little when my shoulder wound gives a hot spike. I 
glance at it, glad to see that the bleeding is slowing now. 


Still, it hurts like a motherfucker. 

“Millie,” I call, not taking my eyes off Finn or his men. 
“Yes?” she yells back from the house. 

Lava has stopped barking. 


I didn’t notice it in the fray, but Millie must’ve gotten Jackie 
free and gotten them all into the house. Pride whelms in my 
chest. 


“The police?” 
“They’re on their way,” she says. 


“Good,” I growl, hefting the gun at Finn. “There’s just one 
last thing you’ve gotta do, you fucking bastard.” 


“Yeah, what’s that?” 
“Apologize,” I snarl. 
“W-what?” he says. 


There must be some ungodly fury in my eyes as I step 
forward and level the gun at his head. His face drops and 
his mouth hangs open in terror for a moment, but then he 
tries to mask it with bluster. 


“Tell her you’re sorry. Do it now.” 


“No way,” Finn says, sounding like an insolent child. “I have 
nothing to apologize—” 


I fire a well placed shot into the ground at his feet, causing 
him to squeal like a trapped animal and several of his men 
to flinch despite their injuries. 


“Sorry, sorry,” he bleats, bringing his hands to his face in a 
shivering cry. “Okay, Millie? I’m sorry.” 


“T hope you burn in hell, Finn,” Millie calls out, her voice 
strangled with savage intensity. 


I step back, making sure to keep my distance between us at 
all times. There’s no way I’m going to make the same 
mistake this asshole did and get close enough for him to get 
his hands on me, not that I think he’d be able to do much. 


The ground he and his men sit on is turning a deep rusty 
red with the combined outpouring of their injuries. 


“Why would you bastards follow this idiot?” I snap, eyes 
moving over his overinflated goons. 


“Why do you think?” Eagle Neck sighs. “Money, just 
money.” 


“Yeah, well we’ll see how that helps you in prison.” 
“We can make a deal,” Finn blubbers. “We can—” 


I whip another shot just past his head, hitting the ground 
behind the men. 


“It was you, Finn, wasn’t it?” somebody yells behind me. 


I realize it’s Jackie, striding from the house with her hands 
bunched into fists. She stops beside me when I give her a 
look, silently telling her not to go any further. 


“You left the door open so Lava could get out. You threw a 
brick through my window. You messed with Markus’s car 
and you wrote Millie’s name in glass outside the diner. I 
can’t believe you’d do this. I thought we had something... I 
wish you were dead.” 


I let out an icy sigh. 


So Finn must’ve been one of Jackie’s dates. That’s how he 
got his hands on her. He tricked her. The evil bastard. 


Sirens lace the air, growing louder, closer, and that’s a 
damn good thing. My arm injury might not be serious, but 
it’s starting to ache and twinge again. All that fighting 
didn’t help. 


But even with the injury, I’d stand here for a hundred years 
- a thousand - if that’s what it took. 


For Millie. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


M illie 


“Pm so sorry,” I tell Jackie, sitting just outside the hospital, 
Lava at her feet as though daring anybody else to try and 
touch her. 


The sky is still clear, the sun a shiny penny in the sky, and 
yet it seems off. I feel as though clouds should have moved 
across the sky and blotted the sun, darkened it like the 
day’s events. Once the police showed up, everything moved 
hyper-fast, Finn and his goons being carted away as Markus 
was brought to the hospital. 


We’ve all been questioned, given our statements. They said 
they might want to talk to us later, but for now, we’re free to 
just process it all. 


Now we sit outside - Lava isn’t allowed inside - waiting to 
hear that I’m allowed to go in and be with Markus. 


“T’ve told you about a billion times, all right?” Jackie says. 
“You don’t need to be sorry, Millie. You didn’t do anything 
wrong. It was him, the freaking psycho. I just can’t believe 


that I fell for his nice guy act for so long, you know? I feel so 
silly.” 


I place my hand on her shoulder, giving it a supportive 
squeeze. Lava watches us with an unsure smile on his face, 
waiting for Jackie’s dark mood to lift. 


“He’s an expert manipulator,” I say. “He’s been doing this 
for a long time. Don’t beat yourself up about it.” 


We stay like that for a long time, clutching onto each other. 
Lava finally jumps up into Jackie’s lap, no idea how big he is, 
that his puppy days are long behind him. Jackie grins and 
smooths her hands through his golden fur. 


“Thanks,” she whispers. “I’m just glad it’s over.” 
“Yeah,” I sigh. “Me too.” 


I try not to think about what Markus told me about my 
parents as we sit here, the pain of it moving jaggedly 
through me, hurting every part of me. But then I think 
about Markus instead, the furry he flew into as he took on 
all of those men, bravely spinning between them like a 
protective predator. 


Even if my dad was a lunatic and even if my parents are 
dead, I have Markus. 


I let my hand fall onto my belly, wondering if I can feel any 
warmth there already or if I’m just imagining it. It’s like 
there’s something different about me, a fluttering inside of 
me, almost too subtle for me to sense. 


My womb whispers, telling me to accept it, it’s happening. 
I’m so freaking ready. 


“Millie Green?” a nurse says, standing at the electric doors 
to the hospital. 


“Yes?” 

“You can go in now if you like.” 

“Thank you.” 

I turn to Jackie. “Are you going to be okay?” 


An impish gleam comes into her eyes. “Actually,” she says, “I 
was wondering if you could stay with me. I’m really upset. 
In fact, I’d feel a lot better if you told Markus he’s getting in 
the way of our friendship and...” 


She bursts out into laughter, the sound doing so freaking 
much to assuage my fears that this craziness has changed 
her in some unalterable way. 


“Okay, I can’t even keep a straight face,” she giggles. “Look, 
what happened was horrible. It was evil. I want to scream 
just thinking about it. But I’ve got Lava and there’s no 
freaking way I’m going to stop you from reuniting with your 
man.” 


I smile, reaching onto her lap to tickle Lava under the chin. 
“Aren’t you just the most loyal doggie ever, huh?” 


He beams under the praise, perking up and wagging his 
tail. 


“Are you going to wait here or go home?” I ask. 
“I think Il take Lava for a walk.” 
“Really? After what just happened?” 


She shrugs, and then her features harden. “I don’t want to 
live in fear for even one minute just because some absolute 
fucking loser decided to use me as a pawn in his sick 
game,” she says fiercely. “I’m going to walk Lava around 
town and hold my head up high.” 


“Okay, but... but stay in town, please? Just for me?” 


She stands and takes Lava’s leash from her pocket, 
attaching it even though it looks like he’s not going to 
venture far from her anytime soon. 


“Okay,” she says. “But only for you.” 


I lean over and we hug shortly, squeezing her to feel her 
warmth, to give her a piece of my warmth and let her know 
that it’s all going to be okay. I hold on for a moment longer 
than I normally would and then whisper, “Jackie, thank you 
so much for not hating me for what happened. And thank 
you for letting me stay with you. You’re the best friend a 
person could ask for. Really.” 


“And you’re the best person I know,” Jackie murmurs. “Now 
go and see your man before you make me cry.” 


I laugh, blinking back tears of my own. 


Then I head into the hospital, the automatic doors sliding 
aside for me. Giddiness begins to rise in me as I head down 
the hallway and then explodes in my chest when I see 
Markus walking toward me, his arm in a sling, and his 
characteristic smirk on his face, but with something lighter 
behind it when he spots me, his eyes shining. 


“Millie,” he growls, looping me into a one-armed hug and 
squeezing me close. 


“Your arm,” I gasp. “Is it okay?” 


He shrugs, rolling his eyes a little. “Goddamn fuss over 
nothing,” he growls. “The bullet barely grazed me. I can 
move it fine, but apparently I should keep it in the sling for 
at least a week.” 


I place my hand on his chest, feeling the blistering heat of 
him through the fabric of his shirt, his muscles, his essence. 


“Then you’re going to be in that sling for a week, mister,” I 
tell him. 


“Okay, boss,” he chuckles. He places his hand atop mine, 
pressing it closer to his chest. “Walk with me, Millie?” 


“Walk—where?” 


Light dances in his eyes, his smirk twitching a moment. 
“Just walk with me, okay?” 


“Okay...” 


He takes my hand and strides toward the doors, this man 
I’ve given myself to, body and soul. He’s wearing a clean 
shirt and a jacket draped over his sling side, his face 
covered in smattering beard from where he hasn’t shaved, 
his black-silver hair swept casually to the side. 


He became a beast when he was defending me, but now he 
looks like a man, like my man, and my heart flutters when 
the doors open for us and we walk out into the winter sun. 


“Why do I feel like this isn’t random?” I laugh as he leads 
me through the forest. 


I’m glad I changed into a hoodie, sweatpants, and sneakers 
as Crystal Lake comes into view, shining even brighter than 
the last time we came here. It’s bright but cold, and I 
huddle close to Markus for his warmth. 


“Because it isn’t,” he says, turning to face me. “I had big 
plans about how I was going to do this. But sometimes life 
gets in the way and... well, after everything that’s 
happened, I don’t want to wait a second longer. I should’ve 


told you this the first time we came here. I should’ve told 
you the night I brought Lava home.” 


“Told me what?” I whisper. 


My hands are on his face, just like they were at the 
restaurant, his beard tickling me softly. His free hand is 
curled around my hips, bracing my lower back, his eyes 
burning into me. 


“T love you, Millie,” he growls. “I love you so much it hurts. I 
love you more than I ever knew I was capable of. I was so 
cold, colder than the deepest winter before I met you. But 
you’ve changed me. So there it is—I love you. I fucking love 
you.” 


“T love you too,” I gasp. “Oh, God, I’m so glad you said it. I 
thought I might be crazy.” 


“Oh, you are,” he smirks. “But so am I.” 


With that he slides gracefully onto one knee, moving so 
fluidly for a man his size it’s almost difficult to believe. He 
reaches into his jacket pocket with his free hand and deftly 
opens the ring box, the ring carved out of winter dreams, 
the band ice silver and the diamond glittering like an icicle, 
inlaid with tiny snowflakes. 


I gasp, tears pricking my eyes, my heart catapulting and a 
song of pure joy lighting up my insides. 

“Millie Green, will you make me the happiest man in the 
world and be my wife?” 


I squeal and jump around and somehow end up at the edge 
of the frozen lake before returning to him, no idea what I’m 
doing, fueled by the absolute craziness of the moment. 


“Millie,” Markus chuckles. “Get over here and give me an 
answer, dammit.” 


“Hmm,” I tease. 
“You sassy fucking queen.” 
“Yes, yes, of course, it’s yes, Markus!” I yell. 


He takes the ring from the box and brings it to my hand. I 
put my ring finger out for him, welcoming the coolness of 
the piece of jewelry as a physical reminder that this is real, 
it’s happening. 


“Its beautiful,” I whisper, holding it up to the sun. “When 
did you even get it?” 


“The ring or the idea to marry you?” he says, rising to his 
feet and pulling me close to him, our bodies melting with 
heat, boiling hot against each other. 


“Both,” I laugh. 


“T got the idea to marry you one night when I found this lost 
dog on a dark road...” 


“Seriously?” I whisper. 


“Seriously,” he growls. “Maybe it scared me at first, but I 
knew it. You were the one for me. And when a man loves a 
woman as fiercely as I love you, he has to make his claim 
known to the world. Like in the wild when a lion claims his 
mate. You’re mine, Millie, and this ring shouts it loud and 
goddamn proud. I bought the ring the morning after the 
hotel. I just knew I had to make it official. I knew I’d regret 
it for the rest of my life if I didn’t.” 


“I love you,” I say, standing on my tiptoes to reach my 
giant’s lips. 


“T love you more,” he breathes huskily. 


EPILOGUE 


THREE WEEKS LATER 


M arkus 


I set another log on the stump and heft the ax, aiming and 
bringing it down with a satisfying thwack. 


I purposefully use the arm that took the gunshot, because 
in the end a SEAL is a SEAL and I’m not going to let this 
injury tiny slow me down for even a few goddamn seconds. 


I smile broadly as I work, the midday sun shining down. 
Lava sits just off to the side, watching me with his tongue 
hanging out, curiously tracking my movements. 


Jackie and Millie are in town... doing something. 


When I asked her this morning, she got this cute-as-hell 
look of mystery in her eyes. 


“Maybe TIl tell you later,” she said, tossing her hair in that 
way that makes it dance around her shoulders in a 
captivating heavenly whirl. 


“We've got a lot to smile about, eh, boy?” I say, putting 
another log onto the stump. “Although, maybe you’ve got 
more to smile about than me right now.” 


The day after the craziness with Finn, Lava somehow found 
his way onto the neighboring property half a mile up the 
forest and had his way with Juniper, a gorgeous Dalmatian 
female. She’s pregnant, and already Millie and I have 
agreed to take one of the pups. 


Lava grins. 


“Tm jealous,” I tell him, my chest becoming warm and light 
every time I think about Millie and I having children one 
day. 


Whenever it happens, I’ll be ready. 


I split the log and then turn at the sound of my Chevy, Millie 
guiding the old girl skillfully and coming to a stop just 
beyond where Lava and I wait. 


Lava leaps to his feet and lopes up to Jackie when his owner 
steps from the car, and - with a secretive sort of smile - 
Jackie leads him inside. 


I turn to my fiancé, wrapped up in her pink winter coat and 
her thick boots, and yet still curvy as a fucking treat for all 
that. Her smile shimmers as she approaches, her eyes 
flitting here and there. 


“What is it?” I ask. “Millie?” 
“Its... good,” she says. “I’m just stunned.” 
“Tell me.” 


I feel my lips trying to tug into even more of a smile, a 
proper ear to ear grin, but I need to be careful because 
perhaps I’m misreading the situation. 


Maybe she isn’t pregnant and I’m going to smile myself into 
a damn happiness coma and then be disappointed, and then 


Wait a goddamn second, I’m pretty sure she just said it, she 
just fucking said it. 


“I’m pregnant, Markus,” she says again. Maybe she can see 
how lost in thought I’ve become. “I did four tests, just to be 
sure. I’m one hundred percent pregnant.” 


I let out a cheer and wrap my arms around her, ignoring 
the slight tinge in my arm. I lift her up and spin her around 
and around, and then find her lips in the mayhem of our 
embrace. 


“T love you,” I gasp between kisses. I break it off and lean 
down, kissing her belly over her coat. “And I love you, little 
bump.” 


I straighten and kiss away the tears from Millie’s cheeks, 
and then hug her to my chest, resting my chin on her head 
and breathing in the scent of her. 


“Home,” I whisper. 
tt Hmm? 1 
“You smell like home,” I say. 


“That’s because I am your home,” she murmurs sweetly. 
“And you’re mine, right?” 


“Forever.” 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


M illie 


I stand in the kitchen, letting out a long relieved breath 
when I look around at the shining metal surfaces and 
realize everything is as it should be. 


Tomorrow night we open, and when I think about the place 
being full, a wonderful mixture of excitement and 
nervousness whispers over me. 


I run my finger along the shininess of the counter as I walk 
out the side door and into the bracing winter air, gazing at 
the ocean that crashes and sings below. I couldn’t have 
asked for a more beautiful view, the sea an icy and vibrant 
blue, a lighthouse blinking out a few miles to the north, it’s 
light barely visible. 


“I’m so proud of you,” Markus says from behind me. 


I turn with a smile already causing my cheeks to ache, the 
Same way I always do when Markus sneaks up on me. 


“Hmm,” I say, teasing as my gaze moves over him. 


He stands there in a sea-colored suit, a solid firm 
dependable handsome maelstrom of a man. Every time I lay 
my eyes on my husband, I have to tell myself all over again 
that he’s mine. He says the same about me, constantly, 
cradling me to his chest at night with his hands running 
through my hair. 


Rocket walks at his feet, our Retriever-Dalmatian cross 
grinning widely as we approach each other. 


And the sweetest piece of it all cooing softly in Markus’s 
arms. We named her Jackie after the friend that brought us 
together, and raising her is already becoming the most 
fulfilling thing I’ve ever done. 


I’ll never abandon my career - being a chef still means the 
world to me - but little Jackie is my world. 


We meet as the snow falls lightly. I lean over Jackie and 
brush my lips against Markus’s, savoring their rough 
realness. Then I lean down and tickle Rocket under the 
chin, in the special place he likes. 


I stand back up and lean over our sleeping daughter, my 
heartstrings tugging and plucking and singing a song I 
never want to end—that never will end as long as we have 
each other. 


“I mean it,” he says. “You worked your ass off getting this 
place ready. Sure, maybe you couldn’t go as quickly as you 
wanted. But that’s pregnancy for you. And now it’s going to 
be a massive success. I just know it.” 


“T couldn’t have done it without you,” I whisper. “I don’t just 
mean the money. I mean... everything.” 


He wraps his free arm around my shoulder, cradling our 
daughter in one giant hand, holding her close to his chest 
as he pulls me in closer. Rocket snuggles between our legs 


and it’s like the four of us are fused, warm against the 
winter cold, a pocket of safety amidst the uncertainty of the 
world. 


“Meeting you was the best thing I’ve ever done,” he 
whispers, lips pressed against my forehead so that his 
breath bathes me warmly. “I love you so much it hurts. I 
only have one regret, though.” 


“What’s that?” I murmur. 


“That Rocket and Jackie are here. You look damn fine in 
that chef’s outfit.” 


I laugh, shaking my head. “You’re insatiable, you know 
that?” 


“As if you’re complaining.” 


A tingle dances over me, the truth of his words dancing in 
my chest, make my heart feel light and airy. All through the 
pregnancy, he was never been able to keep his hands off 
me, a carnal look creeping into his eyes right up to the very 
end. 


Even now, with me all sweaty from work and still with a 
little baby weight clinging to me - or maybe more than a 
little - I can feel his burn lust for me. 


“T love you,” I whisper. “I love our family. I love our life. As 
crazy as it sounds, I’m so glad Lava went wandering that 
night.” 


He chuckles, kissing me softly. 


“This is just the beginning, angel,” he says softly. “We’ve got 
so many bright days ahead of us.” 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


TEN YEARS LATER 


M arkus 


“We’re making souffle,” Charley says, grinning gap-toothed 
up at me, his little chef’s hat askew. He leans against his 
plastic kitchen set, wearing his superhero costume, cape 
flapping behind him. “That’s right, Jack-Jack?” 


Jackie smiles at her little brother and then gives me a little 
eye roll. The scent of my wife’s dinner comes drifting in 
from the kitchen, which is quite a feat considering it’s on 
the other end of the ground floor. But even our six bedroom 
house is no match for Millie’s cooking prowess. 


I swear to God, her chili con carne gets better every year. 


I listen past the sound of Charley and Jackie to the baby 
monitor, little Isaac making a cooing noise in his dreams 
that makes me smile like my damn face is going to set on 
fire with the happy heat of it. Past that, I can hear Micah’s 
video game from the nook in the room, the screech of car 
tires and a comedic high pitched voice, and then his 
carefree laughter. 


It’s all warmth and closeness and safety in the walls of our 
household, the cold of the world a separate thing beyond 
the winter crusted glass. 


It’s time like these that I almost shed tears, the joy is so 
overwhelming— almost. I’m still a SEAL, after all. 


“Daddy,” Charley says, tugging on my hand, pulling me back 
to the moment. “You gotta help.” 


“Alright, little man,” I laugh, kneeling down and letting him 
guide my hand over the plastic burner. 


“Ow,” I yell, leaping back. 


Charley falls into a fit of giggles like he does every time I do 
that, his eyes going wide, his hand slapping down on his 
knee. He finds the knee-slapping thing hilarious, ever since 
I did it once not as a joke. But now every time he laughs he 
makes himself laugh even more by slapping his knee and 
throwing his head back. 


“You’re a crazy one, aren’t you?” I chuckle, scooping him up 
under his arm and flying him around the room 


“Airplane chef, airplane chef,” he giggles, holding his arms 
out to the side as I run behind the couch, to the nook - 
Micah looking up with a grin - and then back to his game 
station. 


“Uh oh,” Jackie says, looking so much like her mother as 
she stands there with her long dark hair. “The dinner’s 
going to be ruined, Char, unless we act quick.” 


“Uh oh,” Charley says, imitating his big sister. “What’d we 
do, Jack-Jack?” 


“We have to close our eyes.” 


“Yeah,” Charley says, closing his eyes. 


“And wish really hard.” 
“Yeah.” 
“And hope and pray that everything’s going to be okay.” 


I smile warmly at my daughter, and she smiles back as 
Charley closes his eyes, wishing that everything’s going to 
be okay. When he opens them, his laughter lights up the 
room, joining the warm crackling orange from the fire. 


“It worked, it really worked,” he cries. “Everyfin is better’n 
okay!” 


My heart feels like it’s melting, and then it does melt when 
Millie walks up behind me, laying her hand on my shoulder. 


I turn and face her, as beautiful as the day we met—getting 
even more beautiful, somehow, with the added years of 
motherhood and experience. Pride whelms in me every time 
I drink in the sight of her, my Michelin-star wife. 


I love you, I mouth. 


She smiles and then mimes hmm. I laugh and then she 
leans close, and whispers just so I can hear, “I love you so 
much, my beast.” 


She’s right. 
I am a beast. 


And just because I’m tamed for her, it doesn’t mean Ill ever 
stop protecting her, our family, and everything we’ve built 
here. 


Because that’s what a man does. 
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